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ABSTRACT

The El Paso Wal-Mart Mass Shooting on August 3, 2019, prompted swift response from the
local community to create artistic spaces of remembrance. This study examines the musical
(mariachi and corrido) and visual (altares, murals, and memorials) manifestations present at
makeshift and formal memorials for the victims. I analyze how members of the El PasoCiudad Juárez borderland situated their artistic work in the aftermath of the shooting. I argue
that these artists responded to the attack with symbolic acts of resilience rooted in cultural
and collective memory, embodiment of trauma, and the lived experience of corporeal and
psychological violence. Through the adoption of a specific iconographic and sonic language,
the presence of artistic mediums created counternarratives in direct challenge to the antiLatino motivations of the gunman. In these performative sounds and spaces, the El Paso
community created new futurities and contested notions of belonging to a US-American
identity.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION: THE EL PASO-JUÁREZ BORDERLAND, THE 2016 UNITED
STATES PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION, AND THE 2019 EL PASO MASS
SHOOTING

The El Paso, United States-Ciudad Juárez, México border region exists in a state of cultural
flux. The transnational state-of-being is engendered by the liminal situation of people, goods,
and ideas that cross back and forth, both legally and clandestinely, across the geopolitical
divide between the two nation-states. As sister cities, El Paso-Ciudad Juárez continue to
operate in response to concomitant political, social, and economic undercurrents. Sovereign
histories of Indigenous, colonial Spanish, Mexican, independent Texan, and US-American
claims on this region abetted the development of a hybridity of cultures in both cities. Both
regions now stand divided by the physically and politically imagined border that runs along
the Río Grande River.
In the 1990s, United States policies increasing surveillance on the southern border
with México created a heightened presence of border patrol agents and checkpoints to safely
fend against foreign enemies, drug trafficking, and illegal migrants. Further into the 2000s,
sociopolitical factors affecting the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez borderland generated a superficial
rhetoric of dichotomous contrast between “safe” and “violent,” respectively. At the height of
the millennium’s first decade, increased violence and high murder rates in Ciudad Juárez due
to drug cartel presence, as well as a spike in feminicide, led the city gaining status as one of
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the most dangerous cities in the world.1 In stark contrast, El Paso has received recognition as
one of the safest cities in the United States. In tandem with this rhetoric, the ongoing politics
of migrant and refugee seekers crossing into the United States created disparate views of the
border, reinforcing the systemic divide between “north” and “south.”
The onset of the 2016 US presidential election saw heightened discussion questioning
the “safety” of the US-Mexico borderland, with emerging rhetoric denouncing Mexicans as
drug dealers, criminals, and rapists.2 An increased call by many politicians to reinforce the
already existing physical border fence, referred to as “the wall” on the northern side of the
border, gained traction as a campaign slogan, further equating migrants as inherently criminal
in the divided political imaginary.3 Recent waves of migrants from Mexico, Central, and
South America seeking asylum in the United States and entering through the southern border
pointed political conversation to the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez area. Makeshift camps
underneath bridge crossings in Ciudad Juárez, as well as US migrant detention centers that
forcefully displaced families in the outskirts of El Paso, created inhumane situations for those
seeking asylum under the guise of protecting US communities’ economy, health, and safety.
The increased rhetoric from leaders in Washington D.C. denouncing the so-called “Hispanic

1

As someone who grew up in El Paso during this time, I witnessed a noticeable influx of Ciudad
Juárez businesses that began operating in El Paso shortly after this spike in violence and unrest.
2
Donald Trump, Time Staff, “Here’s Donald Trump’s Presidential Announcement Speech,” Time,
June 16, 2015, accessed March 8, 2022, https://time.com/3923128/donald-trump-announcementspeech/. “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best…they’re sending people that
have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re
bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.”
3
Here, I must note the privilege carried by US nationals in their ability to cross the border into
Mexico. Policies after 9/11 greatly restricted the previous relaxed ease of crossing as a US national,
but there is still little resistance to coming and going. During the 2019 COVID pandemic, this
disparity was aptly seen, as commercial and personal crossing from the United States into Mexico
was still allowed, but not vice-versa.
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invasion” set the stage along the US-Mexico borderland for radical extremist violence in the
region.
On August 3, 2019, a domestic shooter attacked a local Wal-Mart in El Paso. Twentythree lives were claimed in the act of violence, of which fourteen were US-American, eight
Mexican, and one German national. The extremist racist views of the shooter towards the
growing Hispanic population in the United States motivated the attack, as reported in an
alleged manifesto published online hours before the incident.4 The shooter’s selection of the
Wal-Mart appeared to be premeditated, given its position in a shopping district with a history
of binational commerce and proximity to a heavily transited border crossing. The sudden,
blatant, and unmerciful killing of brown bodies, in line with the increased instances of US
domestic mass murders of people-of-color spanning the past decade, shocked the El Paso
community, which had largely remained at the periphery of mass violence. The calm capture
and arrest of the young white male responsible for the attack additionally angered many
throughout the community, especially in the wake of recent domestic mass shootings and the
Black Lives Matter movement.
The atrocity inevitably affected both United States and Mexican communities on both
sides of the border. Community members and El Paso politicians at the local, state, and
national level echoed calls for justice and stricter gun control laws from state and federal
governments. Politicians in Ciudad Juárez made similar calls denouncing the shooter after it
was known that victims included Mexican nationals. The motives behind the shooting,
stemming from a fear of a “Hispanic invasion” at the southern borderland, formed a powerful
call to action for many in the surrounding community. The tied history of El Paso and Ciudad
4

Farid Hafez, “The Manifesto of the El Paso Terrorist,” Bridge, August 26, 2019, accessed March 8,
2022, https://bridge.georgetown.edu/research/the-manifesto-of-the-el-paso-terrorist/.
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Juárez, along with the deaths of both US and Mexican nationals, gave rise to a partly unified
response. Resilience and community togetherness became a central theme in the hours after
the shooting, with community members creating makeshift memorials near the Wal-Mart.
Within days, many local businesses across the city adopted the slogan “El Paso Strong”
(stylized as EL PASO STRONG).5 This imagined futurity of a community moving forward
after the shooting, along with the lived experience of tragedy and violence by the El Paso
community, became the background to produce artistic and cultural expressions.
In response to the twenty-three murders and the trauma resulting from the racist hate
crime, many El Paso-Ciudad Juárez musicians and visual artists expressed their multiple
subjectivities through artistic representations. These manifestations from Hispanic
community members on both sides of the US-Mexico border formed counternarratives in
response to racist and divisive views of Mexican-Americans. While the relationship that now
exists between the countries of Mexico and the United States is politically and rhetorically
polarized, the daily life of borderland communities extends beyond binary notions of
south/north and Mexican/American. Artists’ identities reflected the multiplicity of cultures,
ideas, and positionalities. The interplay of these factors was clearly expressed in artistic
outputs that emphasized community trauma and solidarity in the post-mass shooting reality.
Some artists in El Paso portrayed a unified border culture in their work; others directly
contested the rhetoric that criminalizes and seeks to erase the daily experience of borderland
communities. Still other art expressions in Ciudad Juárez denounced the disparity between

5

The stylization in bold, or alternating colors, continues to be adopted by many businesses two years
after the mass shooting. The portmanteau emphasizes the community unity and strength through the
amalgamation of the phrases ‘El Paso,’ and ‘so strong,’ to form “El Paso Strong.”
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nation-state responses to violence.6 Ultimately, these artists’ work reflected the nuanced idea
of what it means to be a constituent of the El Paso-Juárez borderland.
This thesis analyzes how visual and aural creators in the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez
borderland situated their work in the aftermath of the shooting. These artists embodied
different cultural factors in response to the effects of violence on the border. I argue that El
Paso artists responded to the mass shooting with symbolic acts of resilience rooted in
collective memory, embodiment of trauma, and the lived experience of corporeal and
psychological violence. Following this line of thought, the present study examines the music
(mariachi and corrido) and artwork (altares, memorials, and murals) created by members of
the community at spaces dedicated for the victims of the shooting.7 I argue that these local
artists used a specific visual and sonic language to contest limited notions of a homogeneous
US-American identity. They created a counternarrative against the rhetoric behind the
shooting by directly claiming spaces and sounds of the borderland. Ultimately, the artistry
was (and continues to be) a way for the El Paso community to form resiliency and imagine a
new future for the community.
From a musical perspective, this project examines the use of traditional Mexican
corrido and mariachi music at remembrances and memorials. These expressions call upon
6

One such example is singer-songwriter Jaime Flores, “La Maquina de Fuego,” and his rap song
delineating the inequal and indifferent attitude towards mass shootings. Flores outlines the differences
of attention given to murders depending on what side of the geopolitical border they occur. Further
research on this topic can importantly discuss such changes in rhetoric across the nation-states and
how they reflect the histories of colonialism, imperialism, and nationalism. See Jaime Flores and
Holygang, “En méxico hay mas tiroteos pero ya nos acostumbramos [MDF],” August 8, 2019,
YouTube video, 2:18, accessed April 10, 2022, https://youtu.be/pGZaMMYPDg0.
7
Though I view the community response as an occurrence from both sides of the border, most people
present at the makeshift memorials and musical spaces were residents of El Paso. However, the
nationality of these individuals is hard to ascribe, given the varied situation of citizenship many El
Paso and Cd. Juárez citizens have. Self-identity in terms of Mexican-American/Chicano(a)/Hispanic
of community members and artists is equally hard to ascribe, and varies from person to person
depending on their association with certain values or subjectivities.
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the collective memory and experience of being a borderland community affected by a mass
shooting. Visually, I examine efforts of impromptu and formal memorials that encompassed
art of different mediums. Memorials created as traditional Mexican altares became spaces of
cultural reclamation and contestation. The use of similar iconography and the “EL PASO
STRONG” thematic content in murals, art festivals, and community projects also point to
collective community artistic practice. Finally, I view both the musical and visual artistry as
spaces of utopic imagining, or audio/visual-topias, framed through a response to both violent
terrorism and entrenched systemic racism. The timeframe considered in this project is from
August 2019 up to the two-year anniversary of the shooting in August 2021.
This study examines how artistic responses can be considered historical texts in their
own right. As musical and visual descriptions of traumatic events that etched into the
community’s memory, these expressions are imperative in chronicling the aftermath of the
tragedy. They inform about community sentiment and underscore resilience. I aim to make
visible the voice of a community faced with unimagined disaster and intolerance. As a
member of and practicing musician in the El Paso community, I seek to understand how
music and art reinforces a sonic and visual language that can represent facets of cultural
values. Who and what was represented at these instances of cultural reclamation better
informs us of the voices and subjectivities affected by the mass shooting, and how art played
a role in healing open wounds.

6

Literature Review
Border Theory & Transnational Flows
Perspectives of border identity extending beyond constructed binaries have been addressed
through the lens of social theory and literary criticism. In her 1987 seminal collection of
poems and essays, Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa expresses her lived experience
in the physical, corporeal, and imaginary border between the United States and Mexico. In
placing the liminality of the broader US-Mexico borderland into social context, Anzaldúa’s
use of the “herida abierta,” or open wound, as a descriptive frame for borderland identity,
provides insight into the marginalized communities throughout the borderlands.8 To
Anzaldúa, living in the borderlands means walking among multiple cultures, echoing the
feeling of being ni de aquí, ni de allá, neither from here, nor there. This theoretical
contestation to presupposed binaries of Mexican/US-American identity echoes in the lived
experience of El Paso artists through the invocation of cultural practices, rituals,
iconography, and language present in their artwork. We can see and hear the open wound
sentiment in artistic manifestations responding the mass shooting that targeted an alleged
“Hispanic invasion” of the Unites States Southwest.
Other historical and theoretical studies of the US-Mexico border also focus on the
identity of individuals in relation to Mexican/Mexican-American positionality. As a scholar
rooted in the El Paso-Juárez community, Benjamin Alire Sáenz explores the fractured nature
of Chicano sensibilities in the El Paso borderland. His writings contrast notions of a unified
community identity of Chicano/Mexican/American association in El Paso. Drawing from
accounts with his students in Chicano literature classes and from personal memories, Alire
8

Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 3rd ed. (San Francisco: Aunt Lute
Books, 2007), 25.
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Sáenz points to the need to examine, question, and understand borderland identities beyond
essentialization in an effort to avoid invisibilization of voices.9 Other border theory scholars,
such as Scott Michaelsen and David E. Johnson, criticize multicultural essentialism through
the idea of identity difference.10 The amalgamation of culture according to identity difference
ascribes an interplay of border bodies, resources, and identities, rather than a binarized twoway crossing. The artistic output of communities from the border city of El Paso, Texas
represents these notions of identity. Artists responding to the El Paso shooting sought to
express themselves through artwork responding to an intersection of positionalities. This
positionality therefore created a need for interwoven aesthetics within a multiplicity of views.
Scholars across many disciplines have written prolifically on the historical, cultural,
and analytical study of music along the borderland area of the U.S and Mexico. Music
scholarship has recently discussed the transnational, confluent flows of music, culture, and
bodies. Ignacio Corona and Alejandro L. Madrid’s anthology, Postnational Musical
Identities: Cultural Production, Distribution, and Consumption in a Globalized Scenario,
places diverse musical practices throughout the Americas into the context of a globalized
market. Drawing on interdisciplinary viewpoints, Corona, Madrid, and others explore the
construction of musical identity and fluidity of musical practices between nation-states.11 The
volume Transnational Encounters: Music and Performance at the U.S.-Mexico Border,
edited by Alejandro L. Madrid, explores the transnational flows of music, specifically along

9

Benjamin Alire Sáenz, “In the Borderlands of Chicano Identity, There Are Only Fragments,” in
Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics, ed. Scott Michaelsen and David E. Johnson
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997) 68-96.
10
Scott Michaelsen and David E. Johnson, eds., Border Theory: The Limits of Cultural Politics
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997).
11
Ignacio Corona and Alejandro L. Madrid, eds., Postnational Musical Identities: Cultural
Production, Distribution, and Consumption in a Globalized Scenario (Lanham, MD: Lexington
Books, 2008).
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the US-Mexico border. Encompassing a variety of both ‘folk’ traditional and ‘popular’
music, this collection of essays places artistic manifestations from the border at the forefront
of issues involving race and identity.12 Interdisciplinary scholars Arturo J. Aldama, Chela
Sandoval, Peter J. Garcia, and others, contributed to the multidisciplinary scholarship on the
US-Mexico border in the collection Performing the U.S. Latina and Latino Borderlands.
This anthology importantly encompasses a diverse range of artistic practice, including visual,
musical, and kinesthetic art, to give visibility to the artistic practices along the US-Mexico
borderland.13 Although these volumes on the transnational flow of art are central to
scholarship of the past decade, very little attention has been paid to the artistic flow focused
on the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez borderland.
Anthropologist and musician Alex E. Chávez’s 2017 monograph Sounds of Crossing:
Music, Migration, and the Aural Poetics of Huapango Arribeño additionally explores the
transnational and transmigratory flow of music to and from the US-Mexico border.14
Chávez’s study centers around huapango arribeño, a traditional musical practice stemming
from north central Mexico that incorporates lyrical and musical improvisation. Chávez’s
focus is through migrant voices that clandestinely cross physical and metaphorical borders.
He examines huapango arribeño not only as a local traditional music of Mexico, but as a
cultural variant of the people who cross into the United States and continue to play. Chávez
posits that music has a power to build metaphysical bridges through creating and recalling
collective memory in its lyrics. The music stemming from the El Paso shooting memorials

12

Alejandro L., Madrid, ed., Transnational Encounters: Music and Performance at the U.S.-Mexico
Border (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
13
Arturo J. Aldama, Chela Sandoval, and Peter J. Garcia, eds., Performing the US Latino and Latina
Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012).
14
Alex E. Chávez, Sounds of Crossing: Music, Migration, and the Aural Poetics of Huapango
Arribeño (Durham: Duke University Press, 2017).
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embodies this same simultaneous action of creating and recalling a collective memory among
listening audiences through musical gesture.
Previous scholarship examining expressive cultures places the notion of a border
aesthetic into the context of US-Mexico borderlands. Madrid’s analysis of Nor-tec electronic
dance music elaborates on the aesthetic aspects of hybridity between modern and traditional
styles of music along the borderland of Tijuana-San Diego. He posits that musicians reflect a
dual performative identity of values intermixing along the borderland.15 Musicians establish
this identity through the integration of conventional styles with modern performative settings.
This dual performativity is a direct response to the social fabric the musicians experience
daily. El Paso-Juárez musical expressions exhibit this same hybridity of aesthetic and
performance stemming from a close dialogue between the neighboring border cities.
Josh Kun theorizes the musical soundscapes of both physical and epistemic borders
through his term, “aural border,” where borderland experiences and identities are given
audible space, place, and meaning.16 According to Kun, the aural border comprises the
transnational flow of sounds and music that narrate the lived experience of borderland
communities. The aural border provides insight into the construction or deconstruction of
border knowledges through consideration of marginalized or invisibilized voices; in doing so,
narratives, or counternarratives, to presupposed notions of borderland experiences are
formed. Kun suggests this aural border gives way to a longing for opposing spaces of conflict
to be reimagined through borderland voices through what he coins an “audiotopia.”17

15

Alejandro L. Madrid, Nor-tec Rifa!: Electronic Dance Music from Tijuana to the World (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2008).
16
Josh D. Kun, “The Aural Border,” Theatre Journal 52, no. 1 (March 2000): 1-21.
17
Josh Kun, Audiotopia: Music, Race, and America, American Crossroads (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2005).
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Conceptually, audiotopia refers to the ability of a listener to perceive and create spaces of
utopic imagining through music. These created spaces, formed from the previous experience
of the listener, can give way to navigate, learn from, feel safe in, and reimagine perceived
experiences.18 Though Kun applies his concepts to the transnational musical practices of rock
en español on the Tijuana-San Diego border, I explore a further imagining of the El PasoCiudad Juárez aural border. The unique artistic expressions stemming from El Paso and
Juárez community members interpreting shared artistic experiences create their own
audiotopic imaginings, especially in a post-mass shooting reality.

Expressive Cultures at the Borderlands
Fundamental to the present study is an understanding of the Mexican musical practices of
mariachi and corrido given their prevalence in US-Mexico borderland communities and
Mexican-American diasporas at large. Mariachi as a musical style has garnered a traditional
symbolism tied to Mexican history and culture. This music has an associative sound and
visual style that remains an important representation of culture for Mexican-American
communities. Corrido music has a contrastingly different instrumentation and association in
Mexican popular music. The genre is geographically linked with northern Mexico and the
US-Mexico border, as embodied in its themes and structural storytelling form. Corrido has a
significant aural presence in the community of El Paso-Ciudad Juárez, given its prevalence as
a genre stemming from northern Mexican musical practices. More than just regional music,
mariachi and corrido have become a “cultural performance complex,”19 that involve musical,

18

Kun, Audiotopia, 2.
Alejandro L. Madrid, In Search of Julián Carrillo and Sonido 13 (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 4.

19
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social, and economic practices. This cultural performance practice is continually changing
depending on the locality of the performative space. As such, mariachi and corrido have
shifted into the lived realities of diasporic communities within the United States. In the
literature centered on Mexican music traditions from transnational perspectives, much has
been written on mariachi and corrido. The scholarship on these topics provides an
understanding on the dissemination of musical practices from Mexico northward,
overviewing their economic, social, and transnational impact in borderland communities.
Ethnomusicologist and folklorist Daniel Sheehy’s work on mariachi views the
musical genre as a transnational dialogue of music and people through broad historical
analysis.20 Other recent scholarship on mariachi centers on the identity of musicians within a
US context. Amador Salazar’s work focuses on the cultural self-identity of mariachi
musicians in the San Antonio area. Relying on personal interviews, Salazar places the
importance of established mariachi culture in San Antonio in relation to cultural politics,
gender performance, and identity.21 The present study examines the interplay of cultural
politics and identity with mariachi in El Paso considering musicians responding to tragedy
and trauma. This dialogue provides a visibility of mariachi practices along the El PasoCiudad Juárez borderland, which largely remain at the periphery of mariachi scholarship.
Folklorist Américo Paredes devotes much of his work on the ethnographic research of
corridos, the genre of Mexican narrative ballads. Paredes focuses on reemergent forms and
content in corridos following the annexation of Texas and establishment of a border in the

20

Daniel Sheehy, Mariachi Music in America, Global Music Series (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2006). Also see Daniel Sheehy, “Mexican Mariachi Music: Made in the U.S.A.,” in The Music
of Multicultural America: Performance, Identity, and Community in the United States, edited by Kip
Lornell and Anne K. Rasmussen (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 2016), 137-59.
21
Amador, Salazar, “Mariachi Music in San Antonio: The Construction of Cultural and Ethnic
Identity in a Hybridized City” (master’s thesis, University of Texas at San Antonio, 2017).
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area he calls “Greater Mexico.”22 Paredes cites the dominant theme of border conflict in
emerging corrido compositions during the 1930s.23 Later scholarship by Maria HerreraSobek builds on Paredes’ research of corridos to classify thirteen primary themes among the
genre, placing the 1964 end of the Bracero Program as a middle point.24 Scholars Manuel
Peña and Cathy Ragland place the corrido schema in the context of Mexican and MexicanAmerican communities taking shape in the 20th-century throughout the border region of
southeast Texas and the northern Mexican states of Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Tamaulipas.
Peña cites conjunto music practice as an emergent response to the changing socioeconomic
disparities for many “Texan-Mexicans.”25 Ragland asserts that norteño music gives those
situated in liminal spaces a greater belonging to both nations while continuing to recall and
portray the real and imagined state of people, communities, and memories. 26 Though these
studies importantly trace the confluence of norteño and conjunto genres with the traditional
corrido themes that reflect the lived experiences of the Texas-Mexico border, they largely
remain situated in the southeastern region of Texas. The aim of this thesis is to place
contemporary corrido music in El Paso within this scholarship as an equally representative
expression of border musical culture. Comparing the historical processes of musical and
lyrical structures in corrido, I analyze the thematic content of the corrido composed in direct
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relation to the El Paso mass shooting. This corrido’s composition is viewed as a continuation
of traditional themes and poetic practices in a modern sociopolitical context.
Visual artists and scholars have profusely written about borderland artistic
expressions. Tomás Ybarra-Frausto coined the term “Chicano rasquachismo” as a visual and
structural element in Chicano artwork.27 He views rasquachismo, or kitsch, as an “underdog
perspective” and a form of cultural resistance in artwork. The rasquache aesthetic involves
the use of everyday familiar objects and icons to construct spaces of bicultural identity.
These spaces of ‘lowbrow’ art formation subvert the dominant structures through their
reclamation of cultural value. Using Ybarra-Frausto’s concept of rasquachismo, I view the
makeshift memorials created after the mass shooting as spaces of cultural production and
resistance. The use of household objects from the community to build these memorials gave
new meaning to the cultural iconography represented. These visual symbols were later
disseminated throughout media outlets, producing a collective sense of space reclamation for
the targeted community.
Artist and educator Amalia Mesa-Bains further employs the idea of rasquachismo in
a feminist framework. Mesa-Bains’s essay on Domesticana rasquachismo suggests that the
use of domestic objects for visual representations among Chicana art, “is consequently an
integral world view that serves as a basis for cultural identity.”28 Drawing on domestic and
feminine modes of production, Mesa-Bains posits the use of culturally traditional objects and
spaces as informed by the artists’ previous experience and can serve as empowering
reclamations of feminine self-identity. Mesa-Bains examines altar representations in Chicana
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art as “intimate story-telling through an aesthetic of accumulation of experience, reference,
memory, and transfiguration.”29 The positioning of personal experience and domestic life in
altares suggests a narrative of collective identity. I view the makeshift altares at memorials
for the El Paso mass shooting as informative of community identity. By using rasquache
household objects, the domestic, or what is racially constructed as the foreign, becomes
visible. The use of candles, flowers, homemade posters, and photos at the memorial suggests
a narrative of community outspoken against the attack.
Muralism is yet another facet of visual expressions that will be analyzed in the
present study. Maureen O’Connell’s work explores the community muralism in the
Philadelphia area and how the iconography, themes, inception, and dissemination of the
artwork respond to community needs and values, particularly those of colored communities
affected by trauma and marginalization.30 Much scholarship has focused on the traditions of
Chicano muralism, especially in the cities of San Francisco, San Diego, and Los Angeles.
Shifra M. Goldman’s work on murals of southern California identifies the depiction of race,
ethnicity, and class as iconography embodying cultural resistance.31 In her book Walls of
Empowerment: Chicana/o Indigenist Murals of California, Guisela Latorre categorizes the
use of indigenous iconography as an expression of identity, gender, and environment in
muralism of marginalized Chicana/o communities.32 While literature has been published on
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El Paso muralism, much about younger artists and their nascent artwork remains untouched
in scholarship, despite similar themes and content in their artwork.33 The aesthetics, themes,
and iconography of work by younger muralists will be compared to visual representations
stemming from the community muralist artwork after the mass shooting. Drawing on
Goldman and Latorre’s analysis of iconography in southern Californian murals, I view the
content in visual artwork after the mass shooting as expressions of cultural resistance and
identity of the disenfranchised community.

Trauma and Activism
Historical analysis of the role music plays in the imaginary of communities who experience
tragedy is pertinent to the examination of the ways El Paso community responded to the 2019
tragedy. Recent scholarship considers how musical industries and output change when
affected by large-scale humanitarian disaster. Joseph P. Fisher, Brian Flota, and others
explore the impact of post-disaster musical censorship on artist identity and public collective
memory in the wake of 9/11.34 Scholarship by John Holmes McDowell documents themes
such as remembrance and commemoration in corrido compositions responding to 9/11.35
Ana R. Alonso-Minutti’s work has analyzed the compositions of New Mexican artistmusician Monica Demarco, addressing how music and visuals depict community trauma

33

Miguel Juárez, Colors on Desert Walls: The Murals of El Paso (El Paso: Texas Western Press,
1997).
34
Joseph P. Fisher and Brian Flota, eds., The Politics of Post-9/11 Music: Sound, Trauma, and the
Music Industry in the Time of Terror, (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2011); Alexander Carpenter, “‘Die
Young’: On Pop Music, Social Violence, Self-Censorship, and Apology Rituals,” Popular Music &
Society 40, no. 3 (July 2017): 261-73.
35
John Holmes McDowell, “Corridos of 9/11: Mexican Ballads as Commemorative Practice,” in
Music in the Post 9/11 World, ed. Jonathan Ritter and J. Martin Daughtry (New York: Routledge,
2007), 225-53.

16

after feminicide on both sides of the US-Mexico border.36 When viewed in response to
tragedy, certain songs and musical genres communicate resilience and create a collective
memory shared among those affected. Through the intersectional positionality of a
multicultural border community, diverse music practices become part of a post-tragedy
shared sentiment.
Other scholars have also investigated the role of songwriting in trauma response.
Rebekka Dieterich-Hartwell and Sabine C. Koch have examined the role of creative art
therapy for refugee communities in particular.37 The authors posit that creative art can help
victims of trauma form “temporary homes,” where they are able to reclaim identity and
create spaces of safety for future processes of integration. Building on this idea of placebased songwriting, Klisala Harrison, Kristina Jacobsen, and Naomi Sunderland document the
sense-bound and place-based approaches in songwriting to trauma relief in refugee victims in
Finland.38 They state that collaborative songwriting, using a trauma-informed approach, can
result in embodied trauma relief and release. Using these studies as a starting point, I view
the musical compositions and artistic work at the memorial spaces enacting a form of placebased composition. These expressions allow for the participants to reclaim space and embody
trauma relief.
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Previous music and visual scholarship has studied how artists respond to protest.
Recent work by Niyi Akingbe and Paul Ayodele Onanuga connects themes of protest and
conflict between Nigerian and US-American hip hop, examining these artistic outputs in
response to violence as, “expressions of counterculture.”39 The use of Mexican ‘folk’ music,
US-American ‘popular’ music, and Western ‘classical’ art music communicates a certain
aesthetic and communal value among those responding to tragedy in the El Paso-Juárez
community. As a form of expressive protest and activism, María Herrera-Sobek introduces
the concept of aesthetic activism in artwork and film from liminal border artists as a
significant underlying concept in their work.40 These visual practices elicit responses to
racism and borderland life, subverting stereotypes through the depiction of comedic figures,
grisly imagery, and realistic experiences. This activist aesthetic can be seen in expressions
stemming from the El Paso-Juárez borderland commenting on artists’ lived experiences.
Though scholarship focused on the junctures of music, images, and activism has given voice
to borderland communities in South Texas, New Mexico, and California, the El Paso-Juárez
frontera remains at the edge, despite its importance as a major border metroplex.
Pertinent to the present study in both topic and approach is Robert D. Hernández’s
monograph, Coloniality of the U-S///Mexico Border: Power, Violence, and the Decolonial
Imperative. Hernández explores the aftermath of community response to the 1984 massacre
at a McDonald’s restaurant in the border town of San Ysidro, California. Hernández’s
analysis of the corrido and memorial created in response to this tragedy, which also stemmed
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from a domestic terrorist targeting a Hispanic population, calls into question the dynamics of
power and race in communities of color.41 Hernández considers the need for decolonial
counternarratives to contest racist misconceptions of US-Mexico borderland communities.

Methodology
The present study analyzes several case studies of music and visual art as responses to the
mass shooting of August 3, 2019. I examine the ways in which musical genre, poetical lyrics,
and visual imagery are community tools to present a counternarrative to racist rhetoric
against Mexican-Americans and borderland constituencies. I treat these events and artistic
manifestations as historical texts that help underscore the background behind the El PasoCiudad Juárez artistic community response. This analytic framework incorporates aspects
regarding artistic content, intended audience, and reception. The central purpose of this
project is to understand how these El Paso-Juárez community artists responded to the trauma
and binary presumptions of Mexican-American borderland life.
This thesis engages historical and sociopolitical scholarship and journalism to situate
the impact of artistic responses shortly after the mass shooting. My own experience within
the community shortly before, during, and after the shooting informs in real-time the
dissemination of music at the memorial through social media and news accounts. Descriptive
contextualization of the case studies is gathered from participant-observation, and
specifically my witnessing and participation in the artistic events as a musician, and through
newspaper records of the events being researched. The impromptu nature and recent
occurrence of these events means no formal scholarship has yet been done on the topic. Thus,
41
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my thesis is the first of which I am aware examining these events through a musical, visual,
and historical lens. Using a cautious awareness of media bias and subjectivity, I examine
narrative journalistic accounts from local media outlets, such as the El Paso Times, as well as
national and international outlets that provided descriptive information of the events and how
community response happened.
This study critically considers several mediums, such as online, print, radio, and
independent social media groups to provide contextualization of the described events.
Musical and visual examination draws from comparative analysis of the genres present with
historical and social contexts of these genres in other situations. I present an examination of
various transnational musical genres in the borderland area as a primary methodology for
lyrical, theoretical, and social context. This collective framework allows for El Paso-Ciudad
Juárez border art and music to be written into the narrative, as this borderland remains largely
at the periphery of transnational musical scholarship that tends to focus on other Texas and
US borderland regions.
In addition to the aforementioned methodologies, I provide context and descriptions
of the lived experience of El Paso musicians from a personal positionality. Being born in El
Paso as a first-generation US-American and self-identified Mexican-American, I take a
position of participant-observer in my contextualization of these events and what they mean
to the Mexican/Mexican-American population of El Paso-Ciudad Juárez. As an El Pasoan, I
have spent much of my life participating in the musical scene throughout the borderland. My
own experience as a violinist with local mariachi groups the day of the tragedy and my
participation in the memorial events of This is El Paso and Chalk the Block directly guided
the conception of this project. Additionally, beginning my graduate studies weeks after the
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mass shooting uprooted my position from within the community I was born and raised in. As
such, a portion of this study relies on autoethnography and the meaning these events garnered
within my own life and memory.

Chapter Descriptions
Chapter 1 introduces the events surrounding the August 3, 2019 mass shooting in El Paso,
Texas. I posit the main argument of the thesis and review previous methodology in musical,
visual, anthropological, and sociological studies. Chapter 2 centers on the makeshift
memorial formed at the adjacent Wal-Mart parking lot. Here, altar and mariachi expressions
manifested through community action. I argue that these traditions functioned as symbolic
counternarratives in deliberate response to the motives of the shooting. They acted as
practices deeply rooted in Mexican cultural significance and memory. Through a specific
iconography and sonic language, the participant community sought to visibilize the reality of
borderland life. The performative spaces of altares and mariachis at the memorial became
symbols that challenged essentialized views of US-American identity.
Chapter 3 focuses on a specific composition performed at the Wal-Mart memorial.
Josué Rodríguez, a local musician, played his composition of traditional Mexican corrido
titled “La tragedia de El Paso.” Through musical and lyrical analysis, I argue that
Rodríguez’s corrido was a performative expression that called upon history, memory, and
unity. For community-participant listeners present, Rodriguez’s “La tragedia,” became a
sonic and viral vessel to resound resiliency.
Chapter 4 explores musical and visual artwork manifested in the post-mass shooting
history of the community. Public events, formal city memorials, and muralism were some of
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the mediums through which expressions responded to the attack. Using Josh Kun’s
audiotopic framework and visual analysis, I argue that these performative expressions
allowed the community to create “topias” of unity, strength, and resilience. The community
engaged in the process of healing through art with specific iconography and identity relevant
to borderland life. The artistic events in the months after the shooting ultimately created a
new vision for the communities’ future that challenged essentialized ideas of US-American
belonging. As a concluding section, chapter 5 briefly addresses the El Paso community in the
years since the mass shooting. I pose where this project can be further explored for future
interest.
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Chapter 2
VISUAL AND SONIC COUNTERNARRATIVES: ALTARES AND MARIACHIS AT
THE WAL-MART MAKESHIFT MEMORIAL

In the immediate hours and days after the Wal-Mart massacre on August 3, 2019, community
members of El Paso, Texas, gathered by the adjacent parking lot to pay tribute to the victims.
Visitors laid mementos along perimeter fences while local and federal investigation
continued. The attendance and scope of content at this makeshift memorial continually grew
as videos and photos spread across viral media. Physical gifts were placed along the lengthy
track of fence. Among the items gifted were candles, flowers, photos, balloons, ribbons,
national flags, poster messages, religious crosses and rosaries, stuffed animals, and other
memorializing objects. The commemorative space also turned into a site of aural tribute.
Music, prayer, vigils, speeches, and political debate took place alongside the physical gifts
left for the victims. The Wal-Mart parking lot transformed into a spontaneous place for the
community to gather and heal together in the wake of unspeakable tragedy.
Public makeshift memorials for victims are commonplace in the aftermath of gun
violence and disaster. In the case of the El Paso mass shooting, the members of the
community formed a space of remembrance that reflected both US-American and Mexican
values. Visual and aural acts of commemoration reflected the nature of a community situated
at the border between two nation states. Mementos placed in the style of Mexican Día de los
muertos (Day of the Dead) altares stood alongside United States and Texan flags. Mariachi
musicians played funeral repertoire at vigils in their traditional attire. The community’s
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purposeful display of altares and mariachi acted as a claim of resilience after the worst
recent attack on the Hispanic population of the United States.
This chapter focuses on the altar and mariachi manifestations at the impromptu WalMart memorial and vigil. I argue that these expressive traditions functioned as symbolic
counternarratives in deliberate response to the xenophobic motives of the shooting. Altar and
mariachi practices are deeply rooted in Mexican cultural significance and memory. The
presence of these visual and aural symbols formed a response in direct contrast to the
intended erasure of the US Hispanic population by the shooter. The participant community
sought to visibilize traditions deemed inherent to the El Paso borderland through a specific
iconography and sonic language. The Wal-Mart memorial transformed public space into
performative space that represented community and solidarity. In the performative space of
the memorial, the altares and mariachis became symbols that challenged essentialized views
of US-American identity.
In what follows, I delineate how altar and mariachi became expressive acts of
borderland culture at the memorial site. Altares are explored as a manifestation of broader
US Latino iconographic culture. Scholars Tomás Ibarra-Frausto and Amalia Mesa-Bains’
notions on rasquachismo and domestic aesthetic characterize how makeshift altares form
spaces of performative memory and identity. Altares as a cultural expression are rooted in an
attitude of resourcefulness that reflect the daily lived reality of Mexican-American
communities. A culturally significant visual and sonic language also manifested with the
presentation of mariachi groups at the memorial. Echoing the same rasquache sensibility, the
choice of mariachi traje and repertoire became a resonant defiance to the motives behind the
shooting. Through the manifestation of musical and visual iconography representative of
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United States and Mexican identity, participants of altar and mariachi performance
designated public space as a counternarrative to views of borderland identity.

Altares: Rasquachismo and Domestic Aesthetic as Cultural Memory
In the immediate hours after the tragic incident, community members of El Paso and the
surrounding areas congregated at the Wal-Mart parking lot to pay tribute to the victims of the
shooting. The creation of a makeshift memorial out of miscellaneous objects pieced together
echoed the Mexican cultural tradition of altares. These traditional altares, or altar shrines,
are assembled to commemorate deceased individuals during Day of the Dead celebrations.
This practice, which traditionally stems from central Mexico, has garnered popularity among
northern Mexican and Mexican-American communities in the United States. Day of the Dead
altares typically feature an erected shrine where flowers, pictures, and mementos are placed
in memory of the deceased. At the makeshift memorial constructed in El Paso, similar items
were used to build a space of remembrance. Flowers, candles, religious iconography, and
messages were left by community members along the fence enclosing the Wal-Mart grounds.
The placement of mementos at the Wal-Mart memorial altar was characterized by certain
elements. The objects were accrued along an enclosure in arbitrary manner; as bits and pieces
were dropped off, the scope and size of the altar space grew. Items were either new, used, or
fashioned together to symbolize specific iconography. The connotation behind the
iconography encompassed themes of remembrance, resilience, community, solidarity, and
unity (see figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1. A crowd gathers around the makeshift memorial adjacent to the Wal-Mart
parking lot. Photograph by Joel Calderon, “August 3, 2019,” August 3, 2020, Instagram post.
Reproduced with permission.
The collection of items echoes the Mexican altar sensibility of creating something
meaningful out of a multitude of arbitrary objects. In altares, the household pieces used to
create shrines gain meaning beyond their measure through an association with culture and
memory. Photographs memorialize the deceased, festive and colorful mementos celebrate
life, and religious iconography indicate ties to family tenets. Rather than a kitsch
amalgamation of insignificant everyday items, altares create a space of expressive memory
26

and identity. Ibarra-Frausto theorizes on the importance of a kitsch aesthetic within US
Latino culture through the term rasquachismo. Rasquache loosely translates as an association
with a vulgarly kitsch behavior or aesthetic. It is vernacularly used among Latino
communities to describe a tacky affinity to the repurposing of objects, excessive
ornamentation, and gaudy style. Ibarra-Frausto overturns this connotation, positing that
rasquachismo is a Chicano sensibility enacted “as a visceral response to lived reality.”1 The
ability to innovate material objects arises from a resourceful and resilient existence.
Rasquachismo is an assertiveness of Chicano identity in response to being at the fringes
within a US social class structure. When used as a deliberate aesthetic strategy,
rasquachismo constructs spaces of cultural resistance and identity formation.
Rasquachismo can manifest through material objects as “an attitude rooted in
resourcefulness and adaptability yet mindful of stance and style.”2 The utilization of
“lowbrow” objects subverts dominant structures through a direct reclamation of identity.
Through the lens of Ybarra-Frausto’s rasquachismo, the makeshift memorials after the El
Paso mass shooting acted as spaces of cultural production and resistance. It was at these
spaces that the community placed objects that held cultural meaning in direct
counternarrative to the purposeful targeting of the US Hispanic population. The notion of a
bicultural community existing within the boundaries of the United States exhibited itself in
the iconography and elements chosen for the memorial. Flags from the United States and
Mexico and poster messages in English and Spanish juxtaposed each other throughout the
expanse. Images of lotería cards, Our Lady of Guadalupe candles and statues, and prayer

1

Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, “Rasquachismo: A Chicano Sensibility,” in Chicano and Chicana Art, ed.
Jennifer A. González, C. Ondine Chavoya, Chon Noriega and Terezita Romo (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2019), 85.
2
Ybarra-Frausto, “Rasquachismo,” 85.

27

rosaries dotted the landscape. These iconic references to barrio culture and Mexican heritage
stood as a testament against the erasure of Hispanic identity within the United States (see
figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2. The makeshift memorial altar space stretches down the length of fence.
Photograph by Marissa Hernandez, Untitled, August 10, 2019, Facebook post. Reproduced
with permission.
The specific cultural mementos left at this makeshift altar space indicate another
deeper connection to cultural memory. Artist and educator Amalia Mesa-Bains further
employs the idea of Ybarra-Frausto’s rasquachismo within a feminist framework. MesaBains suggests that the use of domestic objects for visual representations among Chicana art,
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“is consequently an integral world view that serves as a basis for cultural identity.”3 Drawing
on domestic and feminine modes of production, Mesa-Bains posits the use of culturally
traditional objects and spaces as a decision informed by the artists’ previous experience.
These spaces of cultural production can serve as empowering reclamations of feminine selfidentity. Mesa-Bains examines altar representations in Chicana art as “intimate story-telling
through an aesthetic of accumulation of experience, reference, memory, and
transfiguration.”4
Mesa-Bains’s notions of cumulative experience and feminist positioning of domestic
life in the public lens provide an insightful understanding about the creation of the memorial
space after the El Paso mass shooting. By using rasquache household objects, the domestic,
or what is racially constructed as the foreign, became visible. The community collectively
amassed objects with cultural relevancy to make the realities of borderland life perceptible.
The creation of this performative space with rasquache objects engendered a resilience
through “the capacity to hold life together with bits of string, old coffee cans, and broken
mirrors in a dazzling gesture of aesthetic bravado.”5 The physical space of the altares at the
El Paso memorial proudly embraced a specific visual cultural representation. The narrative
that emerged from the community engendered a “sense of place [that] can perhaps suggest
that cultural production in the borderlands is relational: subjectivity emerges at the nexus of
space, history, and cultural memory.” 6 As a response to the shooting, El Paso’s community
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directly countered racial xenophobia by affirming a Mexican-centered identity. Through
performing rasquache aesthetic sensibility, the community enacted resilience and
representation. The makeshift altares at the Wal-Mart memorial became a declaration as a
bicultural community to be seen, not erased. Along with the visual space present at the WalMart memorial, a concurrent musical resounding took place in the same “gesture of aesthetic
bravado.”7

Mariachis: Resounding Culture and Memory
Members of the El Paso mariachi community felt the need to have a presence at the
impromptu memorial site. In the immediate days following the formation of the makeshift
memorial, posts on a private Facebook group titled “Mariachi Musicians in El Paso,” began
to call for both volunteer and hired groups to perform. This group page hosts a network of
local and transnational mariachis from the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez borderland area that
communicate jobs, goods, and general discussion within a blog setting. 8 Various individuals
posted requests to gather at the memorial site to play in honor of the victims. What transpired
were numerous performances by professional, student, and assembled groups at the memorial
site and subsequent vigil holdings. Much like the cultural iconography at the altar space, the
choice of visual and sonic language by the mariachis at the memorial became a deliberate
counternarrative to the motives behind the shooting. The mariachis performed in the
traditional charro/charra traje attire as a symbol of Mexican identity. The chosen repertoire
not only reflected traditional songs played at funerals, but also recalled on cultural icons
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through an association with funerals and memorials. The presence of mariachi at the
memorial became a deliberate act of cultural reclamation.
Mariachi as a musical style has garnered a traditional symbolism tied to Mexican
history and culture. This music has an associative sound and visual style that remains an
important representation of culture for Mexican-American communities. The charro/charra
attire worn by mariachi musicians is a stark visual marker of the musical tradition. When
worn within a US American context, the traje oftentimes rouses questions of belonging to a
US American identity. Artist-anthropologist Alex E. Chávez has examined how visual
markers such as the traje have provoked racist interpretations of identity. In 2013, a young
singer named Sebastien De La Cruz performed the United States national anthem at an NBA
basketball game in San Antonio, Texas. The performance subsequently went viral due to De
La Cruz’s choice of cultural attire, a mariachi traje. Chávez posits that the social media
response to De La Cruz point to ongoing racist and xenophobic systems within the United
States. The responses, drawn merely from subjective prejudices, correlate visual markers to
cultural affinity.9 Many of the social media comments through Twitter blatantly called for De
La Cruz, a US citizen, to be deported. As Chávez suggests, the quick judgement of De La
Cruz as an other (in this case, an ‘illegal’), solely based on the visual, “casts him and all of
Mexican Texas outside the boundaries of American belonging . . . equated with an otherness
that America has no room for.”10 Chavez’s analysis of the xenophobic reactions sheds light
on the shooter’s motives behind targeting El Paso on August 2019. In the perpetrator’s racist
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philosophy, the borderland exists as part of a “Mexican Texas,” an invasive force that must
be erased and shown as vulnerable to the population of “true” US Americans.
An essentialized view of what constitutes a presumably white US American identity
dismisses the existence of Mexican American populations. For El Pasoans, seeing the
mariachi traje worn by individuals is part and parcel of living in a borderland community.
Mariachi groups exist in abundant numbers throughout the El Paso/Ciudad Juárez
borderland. More than just a regional music, mariachi subsists as a “cultural performance
complex,”11 that revolves around musical, social, and economic demands. Mariachi
performance depends on these ties to culture, social class, and musician income to exist. As a
cultural musical practice, the tradition forms part of the lived realities of long-standing
communities within the United States such as El Paso. Groups perform at many events and
locations including weddings, birthdays, private occasions, funerals, casinos, tourism
promotion, corporate events, and political rallies. More than just being an association to
Mexican aesthetic and tradition, mariachi performance has a key a role in the community’s
binational border culture.
As such, the visual and sonic presence of mariachis in charro traje at the makeshift
altar and subsequent vigil pointed to the embodied resilience of these individuals. The traje’s
ties to misconceptions and stereotypes of Mexican culture in the greater US imaginary was
subverted in its presence as part of the memorials. The “lowbrow” visual connotation of the
outfit was overturned and reclaimed as a sense of pride, echoing the rasquache aesthetic of
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I adopt this term from Alejandro Madrid’s scholarship on the music of Mexican composer Julián
Carrillo. Madrid defines a cultural performance complex as “a transhistorical space that allows for
performative processes to occur as networks of relations between experiences, events, and actors in
the past, present, and future.” See Alejandro L. Madrid, In Search of Julián Carrillo and Sonido 13
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 4.
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the altars. As a form of rasquachismo, deliberately wearing the traje contested the idea of a
dominant cultural narrative, especially in the wake of the events of August 3, 2019. Mariachi
presence sounded against racialized stereotypes of identity, nationality, and legality that are
present in our society. The donning of the traje is a deliberate form of resistance to these
stereotypes that simultaneously reaffirms a tie to Mexican culture. By purposefully
performing in an attire racially linked to otherness, the mariachis that played at the Wal-Mart
memorial challenged what it means to look U.S American, in direct action to an attack that
targeted a so-called “Hispanic invasion.” In an interview with CBS News shortly after the
shooting, Lilly Sanchez, a member of an all-female mariachi in El Paso, stated her
positionality as a charra and what it meant in terms of representation and racial targeting:
“What is more Hispanic than wearing a mariachi outfit? We’re not going to let [the gunman]
win and take away our security . . . but if we stay home and we let this change our lives, his
racism wins.”12 The mariachi traje stood as a visual symbol of pride, a rasquache underdog
claim against racist views, and an affirmation of borderland existence. The mariachis at the
memorial site (and present throughout El Paso today) continue to contest a racialized
perception of the Mexican “other” through the visual force of the traditional traje.
Other mariachi manifestations at the post-tragedy vigil holdings point to the
importance these genres have within the community. The selection of repertoire these groups
engaged in is also telling; it speaks of community memory, especially in times of strife. It is
not surprising that the repertoire of many mariachi groups present at the memorial and vigil
included famed Mexican singer songwriter Juan Gabriel’s “Amor Eterno.” The inception of
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Sumiko Moots and Shanshan Dong, “Despite fear after El Paso shooting, all-female mariachi band
vows to keep playing,” NBC News, August 12, 2019, Guns in America,
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this ballad is said to have stemmed from Juan Gabriel’s own feelings after the death of his
mother. Juan Gabriel himself carries a connection with the El Paso/Ciudad Juárez borderland.
He grew up in Ciudad Juárez and received much of his early fame at local bars and
performance venues, coming to be known colloquially as “El Divo de Juárez.”13 Juan
Gabriel’s death in 2016 was mourned across both communities of El Paso and Ciudad
Juárez.14 His likeness was memorialized in a mural located in downtown Ciudad Juárez
shortly after his death. The icon’s close ties to the borderland of El Paso/Ciudad Juárez
placed his voice and stardom at the center of the community’s cultural memory. His ballad
“Amor Eterno” remains a song often requested by patrons to be played at funerals as a means
of recalling loved ones through embodied sound.15
The performance of “Amor Eterno” at the El Paso memorial for the victims of the
mass shooting tapped into individual and community collective memory. The song is a staple
in the mariachi repertory, especially in contexts of grief. Its lyrics speak about a love lost and
the possibility of a reencounter in the next world:
Yo he sufrido tanto por tu ausencia;
desde ese día hasta hoy no soy feliz.
Y aunque tengo tranquila mi conciencia,
sé que pude haber yo hecho más por ti.

I have suffered so much in your absence;
from that day on I haven’t felt happiness.
And though my conscience is at peace,
I know I could have done more for you.

Como quisiera que tú vivieras.
Que tus ojitos jamás se hubieran
cerrado nunca y estar mirándolos .
Amor eterno e inolvidable.
Tarde o temprano estaré contigo

How I wish you still lived.
That your eyes had never
closed and that I could gaze upon them.
Eternal love and unforgettable [love].
Sooner or later I will be with you
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Trish Long, “El Paso, Juárez grieved at news of singer Juan Gabriel's death in 2016,” El Paso
Times, August 26, 2021, https://www.elpasotimes.com/story/archives/2021/08/26/juan-gabriel-deathborderland-grieved-look-back/5602968001/.
14
Long, “El Paso, Juárez grieved at news of singer Juan Gabriel's death in 2016.”
15
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para seguir amándonos.

to continue loving one another.

There are many times I have personally played the song in funerals and remembrances as a
mariachi musician in the El Paso area. The ballad’s impact is visceral; there have been
moments where clients break down during its performance in an incontrollable expression of
anguish. The influence of “Amor Eterno” on grieving audiences generates power from the
lyrics that simultaneously recall past memory, embody emotions in the present, and create
future relationality. In his study of huapango arribeño, Alex E. Chávez posits that music has
a power to build metaphysical bridges by creating and recalling collective memory through
lyrical embodiment. The bridges that music can cross are both physical and metaphorical.
The ability of the listener to form relationality to the sonic content stems from a personal
connection to the music.
The performance of “Amor Eterno” at the El Paso memorials embodies this same
simultaneous action of creating and recalling a collective memory among listening audiences
through musical gesture. When recalling places and people in the musical poetic expressions,
embodied sounds become collective imaginings through those present, bridging gaps that
transcend space and time through fleeting moments of recollection.16 Viewed another way,
the formation of these shared recollective connections through music allows space for
remembrance, solidarity, and a sentiment of going forward that represent past, present, and
future, respectively. The performance of mariachi reaffirms the cross-cultural connections
that are at the root of culture and community in El Paso.
The use of altares and mariachis to commemorate and form counternarratives to the
atrocious act compels the notion of the borderland as a space between spaces. Communities
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on the border are constantly having to prove a belonging to both here and there, de aquí y de
allá. In borderland expressions of music, iconography, language, and thought, one must
straddle the liminal physical and metaphysical borders between US American, Mexican, or a
bit of both. Scholar Josh Kun theorizes the landscapes of both physical and epistemic borders
through the concept of an “aural border,” where borderland experiences and identities are
given audible space, place, and meaning.17 According to Kun, the aural border comprises the
transnational flow of sounds and music that narrate the lived experience of borderland
communities. The aural border provides insight into the construction or deconstruction of
border knowledges through the consideration of marginalized and invisibilized voices. In
doing so, narratives, and consequently counternarratives, to presupposed notions of
borderland experiences are formed. Kun posits that this aural border is reimagined through
borderland voices that enact performativity in what he coins as an “audiotopia.”18
Conceptually, audiotopia refers to the ability of a listener to perceive and create spaces of
utopic imagining through music. These created spaces, formed from the listener’s previous
experience, can give way to navigate, learn from, feel safe in, and reimagine experiences.
In the post-mass shooting reality of August 2019, the voices of the surrounding El
Paso community created artistic expressions within their own audiotopic imaginings. The
musical output at the makeshift altar memorial and the performance of mariachi represented
cultural facets of identity that at the root challenge racialized constructions.19 By consciously
placing altares and mariachi within the space of response and healing, the El Paso
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community had, in effect, created a utopia of itself, a self-reflective mirror that influenced
the world’s outside view. These impromptu creations of artistry and the efforts behind them
highlight ways the El Paso borderland acted. Altares and mariachis reclamations of who the
El Paso community was. The visual and sonic manifestations carried weight that crossed
political, racial, and phobic notions. Through these counternarratives, the El Paso community
was able to bring forward an identity that placed it outside binaries of legal/illegal,
Hispanic/American, safe/dangerous, and drew the circle wider for those left in a state of
healing.
As someone who grew up in this community and considers El Paso their hometown,
the August 2019 tragedy indeed hit very close. My direct experience with how music
responds to violence began immediately on that August day. As my family watched
television updates on the event, echoing that same fearful experience many Americans faced
on 9/11, a mariachi group that I was part of wondered if a gig scheduled on that evening
would be canceled. However, as is typical in the El Paso tradition, it is not a true wedding
until the mariachis arrive, and indeed they did. Despite the general sullen mood of the
community, the show went on, and with it, smiles, jollity, and humanness; a reason to
celebrate life. As I pondered while playing, I realized that, more importantly than ever, we
were embodying a communal solidarity. We represented a living culture on the border that
deserves to be celebrated, not silenced. And in the end, we found a greater purpose to
resound ourselves within a cultural identity that transcends phobias and moves us forward.
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Chapter 3
AHORA ESTAMOS MÁS UNIDOS: VOICING UNITY AND RESILIENCE
THROUGH CORRIDO MUSIC

In the nineteenth century the corrido emerged as a narrative ballad central to the
memorialization of the cultural history in northern Mexico. This song form gathered
popularity in its power to communicate sociopolitical dynamics and cultural tensions
prevalent to the area, especially after the establishment of the 1845 geopolitical boundary
between the United States and Mexico. In the late 1800s and through the mid-twentieth
century, corrido’s themes covered acts of the Mexican Revolution, frontier life, border
conflict, migration, labor, and identity. After the 1950s, a shift in the thematic content of
these corridos partly came about from the termination of the Bracero Program in 1964.1 Part
of this shift included greater thematic resonance with issues pertaining to the Chicano
movement, Civil Rights movement, and fallout of the Bracero Program in conjunction with
immigration policies thereafter.2
Alongside these traditional Mexican corrido themes, the corrido as song form seeped
into the developing styles of music alongside the US-Mexico border. In Texas, corrido

1

The Bracero Program was a contentious policy established by the US government during World
War II to increase agricultural production using migrant labor. Many migrants brought to the United
States through the program endured harsh conditions, particularly in El Paso where field workers
experienced delousing and pesticidal spraying. See Joon Kim, “The Political Economy of the
Mexican Farm Labor Program, 1942-64,” Aztlán 29, no. 2 (Fall 2004): 13-53; Bill Johnson González
and Mireya Loza, “Opening the Archives: Legacies of the Bracero Program,” Diálogo 19, no. 2 (Fall
2016): 3-6.
2
María Herrera-Sobek, Northward Bound: The Mexican Immigrant Experience in Ballad and Song
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), xxii-xxv.
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continued to be a popular narrative conduit in conjunto, Tejano, and norteña music. Much of
the scholarship on this music centralizes on the southeastern area of the Texas-Mexico
border. Working-class Texan-Mexican communities in this region became the catalysts for
conjunto and later Tejano music. This music developed a unique instrumentation, largely due
to the integration of different styles and forms from transnational flows of a globalized
musical market.3 Norteña differentiated itself in that it became more widespread among
immigrant Mexican populations, as opposed to self-identified Tejano or Texan-Mexican
individuals.4 As such, corrido maintained greater relevance in norteña music because of its
thematic messages of migrant struggle and identity. However, all these styles sustained great
popularity with Mexican and Mexican-American communities throughout Texas and the
greater Southwest United States.
The corrido as a storytelling ballad form continues to reflect the lived realities of
Mexican-American populations today. Many contemporary corridos preserve the tradition of
memorializing current events, heroes, or tragedies through song. The August 2019 mass
shooting in El Paso, Texas prompted a local corridista, Josué Rodríguez, to compose a new
corrido. Three days after the deadly massacre, on August 6, 2019, Rodríguez arrived at the
makeshift Wal-Mart memorial with his bajo sexto in hand to perform “La tragedia de El
Paso” (“The Tragedy of El Paso”) among a crowd of bystanders. A video of this performance
was subsequently shared through Twitter, Facebook, and many news media outlets.5
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Rodríguez is shown singing and playing the bajo sexto, a twelve stringed, double-coursed
tenor guitar popular in norteño and conjunto music. Accompanying him was Alex Ramos, a
mariachi musician in charro outfit performing the guitarrón, the traditional bass instrument
in a mariachi ensemble. Israel Cuevas, Rodríguez’s cousin, helped by holding Rodríguez’s
phone showing the lyrics of the corrido. From the video, the crowd is shown to be
approximately between 40 and 60 individuals of mixed gender, age, and of what I assume to
be a mostly Hispanic identity (see figure 3.1).

Figure 3.1. From left to right: Alex Ramos, Josué Rodríguez, and Israel Cuevas performing
“La tragedia de El Paso” outside the Wal-Mart parking lot on August 6, 2019. Screenshot by
author.6
This chapter takes as a point of departure the video performance of Rodríguez’s
corrido recorded by audience members at the makeshift memorial. Through an interwoven
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analysis of musical and lyrical content I argue that Rodríguez’s corrido acted as a source of
resonant resiliency for community-participant listeners. Written as both a tribute to the
victims and as a way of historicizing the events, Rodríguez’s composition became a sonic
ofrenda, or offering, of community unity and memory. My analysis of music and lyrics is
drawn from video performances and interviews with participant musicians. A comparison
between Rodríguez’s composition to existing corridos exploring themes of tragedy
illuminates a continued contemporary use of the form as a vessel for history and agency. As
someone who was born and raised in the El Paso community, my insider-outsider perspective
informs my understanding of how Rodríguez’s poetics reached out to community-participant
listeners, becoming a sonic and viral vessel to resound resiliency.

Lyrical Structure of “La tragedia de El Paso”
Corridos cover a wide range of themes dealing with daily life, sociopolitical contention, and
identity. The corrido stayed most popular as a musical form among migrant communities and
those living along the US-Mexico border because of its thematic messages historicizing
violence on the border. Corrido scholar María Herrera-Sobek identified seven main themes
and tropes in popular corridos documenting migrant experience after the Bracero Program’s
end in 1964. These included: songs of protest; border-crossing strategies; racial tension;
poverty, petroleum, and amnesty; love; acculturation and assimilation; and death.7 The use of
these themes partially came about as a form of migrant “self-reflexive consciousness” to
construe the world in which Mexican immigrants navigated.8 Many of these themes afforded
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the only sense of agency, cultural survival, and visibility for northern Mexican and MexicanAmerican communities subjected to violence on the border.
As a storytelling ballad form, corrido continues to reflect the lived realities of
Mexican-American communities today. Such was the case for Josué Rodríguez, a young El
Paso corridista, who felt the need to compose a song centered on the El Paso mass shooting.
In 2019, Rodríguez was performing as the front man of a local norteño group, Los Auténticos
(The Authentic Ones). Along with his cousin, Israel Cuevas, and other rotating members, Los
Auténticos frequently gigged at birthdays, weddings, and other celebrations throughout El
Paso.9 On the day of the shooting, Los Auténticos were performing at an outdoor market
when the members heard the heartbreaking news; fearful for the safety of his own family in
the ensuing chaotic hours, Rodríguez cut the gig short and returned home. Over the following
two days, Josué composed “La tragedia de El Paso” to process the community turmoil and
his own emotions. In an interview I conducted with Rodríguez, he stated, “I started thinking
back on the day, how I felt, how other people were feeling, what they would feel…como
temor, [like fear] you know? Fear for your life. I mean, I’m not afraid to die, but losing my
loved ones is something that I don’t want to lose.”10 Moreover, Rodríguez composed the
corrido to memorialize the victims, initially wanting to name them all directly. What
ultimately transpired from his songwriting became a corrido that embodied memory,
resilience, and unity.
Rodríguez’s composition follows conventions of traditional corrido musical and
lyrical formulas. The corrido has a total of five six-line stanzas which repeat the same
melodic and chordal structure. The poetic meter, typically defined in corrido by octosyllabic
9
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structure, is irregular throughout the song, particularly in the powerful final stanza that
denounces the shooter and claims community unity. Rodríguez retained certain formulaic
characteristics of the traditional corrido storytelling structure, such as the introductory call by
the corridista, place and date of events, detailed account of occurrences, message or moral of
the corrido, and farewell statement. In “La tragedia de El Paso,” these formulas not only
structure the narrative but also delineate Rodríguez’s own distinctive understanding of
community. In what follows, I analyze Rodriguez’s adaptation of corrido formulas
considering his implied intention, audience, and significance.
The opening stanza of “La tragedia de El Paso” begins with an introductory call by
the corridista. The second stanza also follows a typical statement of date and location of the
incidents described throughout the corrido.
Voy a cantar un corrido
pónganle muy buen oído.
En los Estados Unidos,
ciudad de El Paso, Texas,
mucha gente está llorando
por lo que ha sucedido.

I’m going to sing a corrido
pay close attention.
In the United States,
city of El Paso, Texas,
many people are crying
because of what has happened.

El día tercer de agosto,
un sábado en la mañana
en Wal-Mart de Cielo Vista
la gente en paz caminaba.
Pero nunca se imaginaban
que la vida les cambiara.

On the third of August
one Saturday in the morning
at the Cielo Vista Wal-Mart
people walked peacefully.
But they never imagined
that their lives would change.11

In these initial stanzas, Rodríguez situates himself as interlocutor and narrator of events. The
singer addresses the listener to heed the message of his corrido. Deviating from the focus on
the deeds of a single hero in historical corridos, Rodríguez recognizes the community of El
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Paso as the central protagonists of the story. This personification of a collective, which is
used throughout the corrido, reflects Rodríguez’s emphasis on a unified community.
The second stanza ends with a portrayal of the scene before the massacre occurred,
describing the victims and witnesses involved as “peaceful” and “never imagin[ing] that their
lives would change.” These lines characterize the El Paso community as one that is peaceable
and unaccustomed to acts of terrorism or violence. As stated in chapter 1, El Paso’s previous
history as one of the safest cities in the United States created a perception of safety and
peace. The disruption of this idea after the violent massacre would prompt the prevalence of
thematic tropes of unity and kindliness within the community.
The third and fourth stanzas of the corrido continue detailing the events of August 3,
2019, in a descriptive manner. The vivid poetics of these verses function as information that
draws attention to the senseless violence and establish the events in the memory of the
listener. Several of the lines in these stanzas reiterate both the cold factual course of events
and the sentiments of the community that media portrayed in the days following the shooting.
When asked about this, Rodríguez stated: “I want to put the audience like they’re there,
there, with me. I’m going to explain it to you how I want you to see it, how I’m seeing [the
events].”12 Rodríguez, as narrator, reports these events as he experienced them, reflecting a
mirrored sentiment felt by the community at large who watched the new coverage of the
massacre unfold in real time. Rodríguez uses the phrase mi gente (my people) in the
possessive form to refer to the victims of the shooting as part of a collective community he
belonged with.
Se oyeron varios balazos,
un cuerno se descargaba,
12

There were several gunshots heard,
a gun fired off,

Josué Rodríguez, in interview with the author, March 30, 2021, El Paso, TX.
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la masacre empezaba
y mi gente se asustaba.
No hallaban dónde correrle,
pero todos se ayudaban.

the massacre started
and my people became frightened.
They couldn’t find where to run,
but they all helped each other.

Estos hechos que les digo
las noticias reportaron:
a veintidós fallecidos
y veintiséis malheridos.
El Chuco se encuentra triste,
muchas familias en luto.

These acts that I tell you
are what the news reported:
twenty-two dead
and twenty-six injured.
El Chuco13 is in a sad state,
many families in mourning.

These middle stanzas evocatively juxtapose the feelings of confusion and resilience in the act
of violence itself as the victims “all helped each other.” The lyrics reflected local news
reports of victim and survivor accounts of bravery, many showing how some Wal-Mart
patrons heroically helped one another escape, take refuge, or distract the shooter. Leaving
aside fear and focusing on helping one another was something Rodríguez saw reflected in
these accounts of heroism, and in the community coming together in solidarity shortly after
the tragedy.
In the fifth line of the fourth stanza, Rodríguez refers to “El Chuco,” a nickname used
for El Paso. Chuco refers to the term pachuco, a term referencing the zoot suit attire
associated with Mexicans and Mexican-Americans throughout the United States during the
early nineteenth century. A popular theory in the imaginary of El Paso history is that the term
and persona of the pachuco originated in the city given its history of immigrant entry and
gateway to California. Many El Paso citizens, especially those of Mexican-American
background, know of the alias “El Chuco,” and it is often used in local tourism marketing.14
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By using the term “El Chuco” rather than El Paso, Rodríguez calls upon local colloquialisms
that have meaning to the community and that perhaps only the native listener could associate
with. This connection to memory and identity holds power in an associative belonging.
Rodríguez calls upon the listener who belongs to the community of “El Chuco” to remember
the sad state felt by many in the city that day. The personification of the city thus becomes a
united embodiment of affect.
The different phrases used to personify the community in the descriptive third and
fourth stanzas lend a sense of sadness and pertenencia, or belonging, that then is turned to
pride and resilience in the closing stanza. This fifth and last stanza acts as the moral of the
corrido and ties together the interlocutor’s understanding of the events:
Fue un acto de terrorismo
lo que este monstruo causó.
Quiso romper a mi gente
pero eso no lo logró.
Ahora estamos más unidos,
muchas gracias a Dios.

It was an act of terrorism
what this monster caused.
He tried to break my people
but he did not succeed.
Now we are more united,
thanks be to God.

The final verses of the corrido grant a powerful turn from tragedy to pride and resilience.
Rodríguez denounces the event as an act of terrorism caused by a single person. However, he
underscores that this act failed at breaking the spirit of El Chuco, and instead, his people are
more united. By again using possessive phrases such as mi gente (my people) and ahora
estamos (now we are) Rodríguez expresses the sentiment of a single community. In this
context, más unidos becomes a claim of resilient identity for Rodríguez’s city. He sees his
people, embodied in the outpour of solidarity and mourning, as not defeated, but united and
stronger than ever.
When asked about the lyrics of this last stanza, Rodríguez reiterated that it was built
on what he saw happening after the tragedy: people checking in on their loved ones and
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gathering to remember the lives lost. Throughout our conversation, Rodríguez repeated
emphatically the lines of this stanza. Formally, these verses significantly deviate from the
octosyllabic meter. This change in syllabification emphasizes the individuality of
Rodríguez’s central message: in the aftermath of the tragedy, a “more united” community
arose. At the same time, these lines also act as a prescient stance of community sentiment.
The final stanza actively denounces the tragedy as a terrorist attack, referring to the
perpetrator as a monster, rather than human. Rodríguez chose to use the present tense to
create a sense of hope and resiliency. Rather than passively suggesting the community will
try to heal, he adamantly states that they are already strong and united.

Themes within “La tragedia de El Paso”
The tropes of death, tragedy, remembrance, and resilience within “La tragedia de El Paso”
echo larger thematic arcs found historically throughout the corrido’s trajectory as narrative
ballad. Rodríguez’s corrido could be understood as a continuation of longstanding
sociocultural significant themes within the form. “La tragedia” perpetuates the corrido as a
vessel that historicizes and gives agency to communities.
Corridos concerning tragedy contain narratives of remembrance that are rooted in
place and imagery within the poetic lyrics. In corridos speaking of early 20th-century migrant
experiences with death, Herrera-Sobek marks the mention of a physical border as a recurring
symbolism of death. In corridos such as “La tumba del mojado” (The Tomb of the Wetback),
the dividing line between the two countries metaphorically represents a tomb for those
migrating north.15 “La tragedia de El Paso” appropriately falls under the scope of corridos
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concerning death. As opposed to the corridos analyzed by Herrera-Sobek, the composition is
not about migrant strife. However, the theme of death within “La tragedia” grapples with
both the physical loss of life and a deeper, metaphorical terrorism enacted on community.
The xenophobic principles which led to the purposeful and targeted erasure of a Hispanic
border community become the new symbol of death. The “border” is not one demarcated by
physical barriers, but one based on prejudiced ideas of belonging. And it is through the
corrido’s enacted performativity that the intended erasure is counteracted. The lyrics
elucidate a sentiment of community unity and belonging that contests the notion of not
belonging. The ultimate message within Rodríguez’s corrido demarcates the border not as a
symbol of death but of a resilient people navigating a position of liminality.
Other historical corridos centered on death have also narrated specific tragical events
in the United States, such as the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the 9/11
terrorist attack. Dan William Dickey analyzed twenty-three corridos written in the aftermath
of the Kennedy assassination and identified three main themes in the lyrics: Kennedy as
champion of equal rights, Kennedy as a friend and champion of the Mexican American
cause, and Kennedy as a martyr.16 These “Kennedy corridos” also asserted the heroic figure
as more than a ballad hero. To the corridistas, Kennedy became a meta-reflection of values
that associate the Mexican American struggle to his own; Kennedy’s actions and efforts, as
reflected in the lyrics, portray an image that corrido composers and performers see of
themselves.17 Through writing these self-reflective lyrics, corridistas framed the fraught
dynamics of social and cultural belonging of Mexican-American communities. Dickey states
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that, “in the [Kennedy] corridos [Kennedy’s] situation becomes more than a heroic event or
deed and he becomes more than a ballad hero– both he and his situation become symbols of
the Mexican American’s own struggles for acceptance in the United States.”18 Similarly,
Josué Rodríguez’s lyrics about the loss of life after the mass shooting in “La tragedia de El
Paso,” echoed tropes of self-reflection and self-inclusion. While the Kennedy corridos
reflected values of Mexican-Americans through its hero, Rodríguez’s corrido reflects the
values of the El Pasoan through the shooting victims. They are regarded as tragic heroes and
their lives are memorialized in the corrido’s final message of an unbreakable community
spirit.
The corridos composed in response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks likewise reflect a
continuation of the song form as a vehicle for understanding cultural identity within the
frameworks of a globalized society. John Holmes McDowell frames these corridos as sites of
“unfinished commemorative practice.” The performative process of creating and performing
corridos (particularly in the aftermath of tragic events) becomes an unfinished project of
creating memory. McDowell states this process comes at a midway point “since composing
and singing songs presupposes some degree of prior processing but also signals an ongoing
process of memory construction.”19 “La tragedia de El Paso” likewise exhibits processes of
memory creation in its themes, lyrics, and performative qualities. The events narrated in the
composition become moments of remembrance that carry recollected meaning for the
intended El Paso community audience. In the corrido’s lyrics instances of memory
construction allow for new spaces of commemorative formation to occur. Every performative
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iteration of “La tragedia de El Paso” continues to add a layered resonance of remembrance.
This construction serves to form community resilience and unity.
From the corridos centered on specific tragic US-events, “La masacre en San Ysidro”
by José “Pepe” Villarino and Oscar Galván is, perhaps, the closest to “La tragedia.” This
corrido was written shortly after the massacre of twenty-three members of the San Ysidro,
California, community at a local McDonald’s restaurant in 1984. In his study, Roberto D.
Hernández delineates the textual themes of “La masacre en San Ysidro” as a counternarrative
to the way the massacre was portrayed by US media at the time.20 While mainstream
accounts depicted the shooting as a seemingly random act of violence, the corrido
specifically denoted the act as being based on targeted racial erasure. Hernández’s analysis
identifies one of the corrido’s themes as a self-aware warning of a bordered violence brought
about by a racial hatred towards Mexicans.21
Though they occurred thirty-five years apart, many striking similarities can be drawn
between the massacres of El Paso and San Ysidro. Both involved predominantly
Mexican/Mexican-American victims targeted by a white-male shooter with a race-specific
agenda. Both occurred in border cities that yield a significant impact on US economy through
the exchange of both legal and illegal goods. Both shootings transpired at sites representative
of American consumerist economy and culture. Hernández’s analysis points to McDonald’s
political and symbolic presence in a global industry as an emblematic representation of
coloniality.22 The same characterization can be made for Wal-Mart, an equally global
company that targets mostly working-class groups. These are sites that demarcate a sense of
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“United States” identity and the targeting of Hispanic populations at these locations precisely
ascribes to a purposeful xenophobia. Both massacres intended to erase Hispanics physically
and ideologically from a sense of belonging.
Correspondingly, the two corridos echo similar thematic and lyrical fixations. Both
corridos detail the juxtaposition of media coverage versus actual events. The following
stanzas come from the corrido “La masacre en San Ysidro,” by José “Pepe” Villarino and
Oscar Galván:
La prensa del otro lado
lo juzga supremecista
y los cronistas gabachos
lo rechazan por racista.

The press from the Mexican side
says he’s a white supremacist,
and the US press never
mentions any racial tendencies. 23

Pero uno que otro decía
con mucha ira y fervor
saben que todo esto es cierto
que James fue un malechor.

But one or two would say
with anger and fervor
they know all of this is true
that James was a wrong doer. 24

Hernández’s interpretation of the stanzas above ascribes the perspective of the events to the
San Ysidro community (Pero uno o otro decía. . . que todo esto es cierto—But one or two
would say. . . all of this is true).25 Both “El masacre en San Ysidro” and “La tragedia de El
Paso” show this self-aware reflectiveness of the affected communities. Though the media
reports the events one way, in the end it is those living on the border that are affected by the
violent repercussion of coloniality. In the case of these two corrido narratives, the “self-
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reflexive consciousness” of this violence enacted a sense of resiliency and shared knowledge
production.
The notable difference between “El masacre en San Ysidro” and “La tragedia de El
Paso” is that the former, as of 2018, has not yet been set to music or recorded. According to
Hernández, “one of its composers. . . said that it would not be put to music until about
twenty-five years after the massacre to avoid possible trauma for the survivors. Thirty-four
years later, it has yet to be recorded.”26 Josué Rodríguez informed me that respect for the
victims and survivors formed part of his own trepidations when deciding to perform “La
tragedia” publicly. However, the strong presence of community offerings outside the WalMart parking lot prompted Rodríguez to take action. He ultimately chose this memorial as
the site to unveil his own poetic ofrenda and to create unity performatively.

Musical and Performative Aspects of “La tragedia de El Paso” at the Wal-Mart
Memorial
The narrative weight of Rodríguez’s corrido would not be possible without a fundamental
musical structure to the composition. “La tragedia de El Paso” is composed in the key of A
major. It is in ¾ meter in the style of ranchera valseada, or waltz. The waltz feel is
emphasized in the bajo sexto line through single notes on strong downbeats and chordal fills
on subsequent weaker beats (see example 3.1).
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Example 3.1. Introductory bars outlining the ranchera valseada, or waltz, style of meter.

Each stanza fits within a twenty-four-bar section, sometimes extended by two or four bars of
instrumental fill. Rodríguez places these melodic fills at the ends of sections in characteristic
fashion of corrido composition. Chromatic lines indicating a harmonic shift to another chord
are also part of the bajo sexto line. Harmonically, the stanzas of “La tragedia” follows an
overarching I-IV-V-I progression, with brief extensions of the dominant-tonic relationship in
every two final lines. The music repeats the same rhythmic and harmonic progressions in
each of the five stanzas. In the first public performance of this corrido, Rodríguez was
accompanied by Alex Ramos on the guitarrón, the bass instrument in traditional mariachi
ensembles. The additional bass line provided further harmonic support to the bajo sexto.
Ramos mimicked Rodríguez’s instrumental fills and chromatic movement between chords.
The transcription below follows the performance by Josué Rodríguez and Alex Ramos at the
makeshift Wal-Mart memorial on August 6, 2019 (see example 3.2).
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Example 3.2. “La tragedia de El Paso,” as performed by Josué Rodríguez and Alex Ramos.
Transcription by author.

Various characteristics of the live performance of “La tragedia de El Paso” point to the
collaborative participation and impact the song had on community listeners. I analyze two
specific video performances taken by crowd participants at the site of the Wal-Mart
memorial. In the first video, Josué Rodríguez performs his corrido for the first time on the
evening of August 6, three days after the mass shooting.27
One instance of the collaborative participatory nature of “La tragedia” can be seen in
the instrumentation and execution of this performance. Two instruments from different music
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traditions were used to perform the corrido. Rodríguez played the traditional norteño bajo
sexto; Alex Ramos accompanied on the mariachi guitarrón. According to Rodríguez, this
blending of instruments from norteño/conjunto and mariachi, was the result of an impromptu
favor on behalf of Ramos. Ramos, who was at the makeshift memorial earlier performing
with a group of mariachi musicians, heard Josué playing music and decided to join.28 This
spontaneous collaboration provided Rodríguez’s corrido with a supportive moving bass line
and expanded range for the song to be better heard and contextualized by the audience. The
position of the players also indicated facets of impromptu music making. Whereas the
musicians would typically face the crowd when performing a rehearsed song to direct their
sound one way, here the two stood perpendicular to each other to allow the bass to read the
chord changes as they happened in real time.
The impromptu and collaborative quality of the performance was also highlighted in
the visual cues given by the performers (which can be seen throughout the video). Since
Ramos, the guitarronista, accompanied the bajo sexto chords in real time, he paid close
attention to Rodríguez’s left hand in the introductory music and first stanza of lyrics.
Rodríguez then made a subtle head turn when switching chords, directing toward the spot
Ramos could fit a bass fill. At the beginning of the second stanza, Rodríguez gave a more
affirming nod, marking the end of the chordal pattern and beginning of the strophic repetition
of stanzas. Ramos responded in turn, informing Rodríguez that he had the basic pattern
internalized and could proceed to try improvised bass fills. Indeed, the subsequent stanzas
included more rhythmic and melodic activity in the bass, mimicking Rodríguez’s own fills in
a spontaneous conversation between the two performers. This type of improvisatory and
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collaborative playing is typical in mariachi, conjunto, and norteño performance given the gig
performance economy of both genres.29 Even in well-rehearsed groups, a gig may require a
song to be played that only some of the musicians know. It becomes the in-the-moment task
of the other members (especially the rhythmic and chordal based instruments) to pay close
attention to the cycle of chords, structure, and repetitions to execute the song.
In this impromptu performance, the juxtaposition of visual markers among the
musicians illustrates cultural dynamics of El Chuco. Ramos, in his traje and with his
guitarrón, marks the symbol of traditional mariachi heavily associated with Mexico and
Mexicanness. In the city of El Paso, right on the geopolitical border between the United
States and Mexico, seeing a mariachi in full attire performing is a relatively normal sight.
Mariachi is culturally tied to the city not just as a symbol of Mexicanness, but as a testament
to the transnational flux of culturally significant musical expressions. Comparatively,
Rodríguez performs his corrido in a Calvin Klein white t-shirt and jeans, clothes that could
symbolize a US-American consumerist culture associated with middle and upper middle
classes. For the audience present in the performance of this corrido, the apparent
juxtaposition in clothing is a normal happenstance. The two sides of Mexican and US
cultures blending reflects a daily lived reality in El Paso.
The impromptu nature of the performing in this attire, the response from the
audience, and Rodríguez’s and Ramos’s statements indicate that performing corrido is as El
Pasoan—indeed, as US-American—as performing mariachi, singing in Spanish, wearing
Calvin Klein, or shopping at Wal-Mart supercenter. This juxtaposition reveals that the two
national positionalities (Mexican and US-American) are not mutually exclusive, precisely
29
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countering the motive of the mass shooting’s perpetrator. The performance of the corrido
grants physical and aural visibility of a culture that, just days earlier, had attempted to be
erased via terrorism. The insistence of using corrido, a song form historically tied to Mexican
and Mexican-American culture and struggle, on US ground embodies a sonic defiance and
resistance to erasure. The shooter wanted to eliminate Mexican and Hispanic culture in a
border community; the corrido provided a counteractive resilience.
The night after that first performance Rodríguez returned to the makeshift memorial
outside the Wal-Mart parking lot to share his corrido again. Rodríguez shared with me that he
returned to perform the corrido, and invited his friends to join, because he felt the music had
spoken to the audience the evening before. To him, there was a need for the music, and its
message, to be disseminated as much as possible. In a second video capturing one of the
performances, Rodríguez is seen playing in front of a crowd of about fifty people. His
performance was accompanied by Israel Cuevas, Rodríguez’s cousin, on a second bajo sexto,
and again by Alex Ramos, this time on amplified acoustic bass—instrumentation
characteristic of norteña music.30 This time Ramos stylized his playing differently than on
guitarrón to fit the amplified instrumentation better by voicing arpeggiations and scales
within a specific range. Cuevas, the second bajo sexto, provided supporting harmonic chords,
closely matching Rodríguez’s line. Rodríguez memorized the lyrics (a necessary component
as will be shown shortly) and the instrumentalists played in independent fashion rather than
needing each other to follow the song structure.
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The enthusiastic response and participation from the audience is the most striking
aspect of this second video. From the beginning of the video, it can be inferred that what is
about to be performed is a song already known and expected by the audience. Before the
song began, the crowd is heard shouting “¡Ya!” (Yes!), in a confirming fashion, to which
Rodríguez shouts “¡Más fuerte!” (Stronger!). Many individuals are seen using their phones to
read the lyrics, which, according to Rodríguez, resulted from people messaging and taking
photos of each other’s phone screens.31 Before the last stanza of the corrido, Rodríguez
shouts, “¡Todos!” (All together!), prompting the crowd to sing more intensely. Their ardent
singing in this last stanza emphasized the central message of the corrido: despite this terrorist
attack, we are more united. The audience’s embodiment of this message is not only evident
by their intensified singing, but also through their emphatic corporeal gestures, the movement
of hands and heads, and cheering and clapping at the end. In contrast to the audience’s
solemness from the first video, this second video portrays an audience eager to participate,
united and strong.
This powerful collective performance of the corrido represented an in-the-moment
forging of collective memory. Performing this corrido simultaneously evoked the tragic
events, called on community unity, and enacted this unity through the shared music making
of composer, instrumentalists, and singers. In this enacted performativity, according to John
Holmes McDowell, the corrido becomes an “unfinished commemorative practice,” a
fragmentary project of creating memory that “presupposes some degree of prior processing
but also signals an ongoing process of memory construction.”32 The exposure of the corrido’s
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message crossed into the imaginary and memory of all those who heeded and performed its
lyrics in a collective voicing of resiliency and hope.
The collective memory forged in “La tragedia de El Paso” has now reached beyond
its first audience at the Wal-Mart parking lot. As of September 2021, the original Twitter
post of the corrido’s first performance has reached 187,200 viewers, plus a myriad of
additional views through re-postings and shares.33 The thematic, lyrical, and performative
facets of Josué Rodríguez’s corrido point to the way cultural expressions reflect and respond
to lived bordered violence. The tropes of the corrido resonate with other corridos of tragedy
centered on cultural knowledge production within a bordered violence. The lyrics of “La
tragedia de El Paso” frame the tragedy within the context of Rodríguez’s own belonging to
the El Paso “Chuco” community. His collaboration with other musicians and spectators in
live performance points to the immediate power of the corrido to become part of a collective
memory.
The performance of “La tragedia de El Paso” became a way of claiming resiliency
and unity in the face of the worst racial targeting of the Hispanic community in recent
memory.34 The corrido’s message is one of a broader survival, of communities who live in
the open wounds of the border.35 It speaks to the flux of identity, of belonging to both here
and there (de aquí y allá), and of being placed at the periphery of geo- and sociopolitical
histories. However, Rodríguez’s corrido demarcates the border not as a symbol of death, but
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of a united people. “La tragedia de El Paso” ultimately became a viral vessel for sounding
histories of corrido and community; Rodríguez’s narrative created sonic spaces of solidarity
and resilience for the community at large. The voiced lyrics of “La tragedia de El Paso”
conveyed the strength and collective memory of the community: Ahora estamos más
unidos—Now we are more united.
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Chapter 4
EL PASO STRONG: FORMING AUDIO/VISUAL-TOPIAS POST-MASS
SHOOTING

The formation of a makeshift memorial outside the Wal-Mart perimeter, with a wide display
of visual and musical tributes such as altares, mariachis, and corrido, was just one instance
of community means of gathering and solidarity. In the ensuing days, weeks, and months
after the August 2019 mass shooting, many local events dedicated their mission to
memorializing the victims of the tragedy and building community unity. Individual artists
also sought to create tributes of sound and space that branched out into the greater El Paso
area. The materialization of art at other memorials also echoed similar iconography,
aesthetic, and musical language seen at the Wal-Mart memorial. These manifestations
attempted to make visible the diversity of borderland communities. Many local businesses,
artists, and events across the city adopted the motto “EL PASO STRONG” in the ensuing
weeks after the tragedy. This slogan would appear on t-shirts, buttons, stickers, murals,
artwork, and hashtags across social media. To this day, “EL PASO STRONG” continues to
have a presence in promotional and artistic media throughout El Paso granting a positive
vision for the city’s future.
This chapter explores musical and visual artwork present at various events and
locations in the post-mass shooting history of El Paso.1 I examine artistic manifestations
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within three categories: community organized events, formal city memorials, and public
muralism. These events occurred across several temporal frames after the shooting from the
ensuing weeks, months, and across two yearly anniversaries. Using Josh Kun’s audiotopic
framework and visual analysis, I argue that these manifestations of creative art paved way for
new imaginings of borderland community. The use of repeated iconography etched an image
onto community memory. Rather than submitting to fear or hate, the community addressed
themes of remembrance, resilience, and strength through public art. The pronounced visuals
throughout the city embodied an act of cultural resistance of a community that had recently
been subjected to terrorism. Expressions of local art were one of the many frameworks used
by the El Paso community to heal the trauma of the August 2019 shooting.
I begin this chapter exploring the community organized events of This is El Paso and
Chalk the Block. These programs occurred on August 18 and October 11-13, 2019,
respectively. They embodied artistic themes of unity and solidarity given their close
occurrence in the two months after the mass shooting. My focus on these events is connected
to my involvement in them as a participant. I performed as part of a coalition of orchestral
musicians for a portion of the musical lineup at This is El Paso. At the Chalk the Block
festival, I was a community spectator of the many art exhibits displayed. My observations led
me to the genesis of this project, as I saw El Paso constituents placing much more than
aesthetic value on the manifested artwork. The active community presence at these
memorials projected a sense of hope and resiliency. In the wake of terrorism against people
from my hometown, these events allowed us to imagine a better future. Attending and
participating in these artistic gatherings engendered a feeling of belonging and being safe at
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“home.” The words alluded to, and the artwork created then continue to resound within: this
is El Paso, and we are strong.

This is El Paso and Chalk the Block Festivals
The embodiment of sonic and visual expressions such as the one I felt created a metaphysical
space of safety and trauma reconciliation. Kun coined the term “audiotopia” to describe such
a feeling and posits that music imagines “a possible utopia for the listener, that music is
experienced not only as sound . . . but as a space where we can enter into, encounter, move
around in, inhabit, be safe in, learn from.”2 Listening to a certain song or sound recalls and
remembers our own personal history. When listening to particular sonorities, one enters a
space of utopian imaging. These audiotopic spaces are not place-based or fixed. Engaging in
audiotopias metaphysically transports the listener to a recalled past. Audiotopias form part of
our individual, cultural, and historical identity that “reimagin[e] the present social world.”3
As was the case with the evocation of mariachi at the makeshift memorial, music can be used
to contest prescribed notions of identity. Being both a US citizen and culturally tied to
Mexico is mediated through the audiotopia of mariachi music as it forms part of cultural
memory.
Josh Kun sees an audiotopia as a “musical space of difference, where contradictions
and conflicts do not cancel each other out but coexist and live through each other.”4 I expand
on Kun’s conception of audiotopia to encompass the visual as well. Sonic and visual
experiences can recall personal and collective memory and form spaces of belonging. As
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seen in previous chapters, specific markers used in artistic manifestations carry power
through their historied relation to community and self. Both visual and sonic language
manifest as memory and create an imagined future to relate to (a utopic space). In the modes
of production present at memorials in subsequent weeks and months after the mass shooting,
space and sound became a way of forming audio/visual-topias.
One such event organized weeks after the mass shooting was titled This is El Paso.5
Much like the impromptu formation of the makeshift memorial, This is El Paso began
through communication across social media outlets. Initially, a coalition of musicians
corresponded through Facebook to organize a community concert whose goal would be to
heal community wounds through music.6 What stemmed from this initiative was a multiorganization sponsored event that included art, music of different genres, and community
involvement over various locations across the downtown art district. The aural, musical, and
corporeal call to action paralleled the occurrences at the makeshift memorial, albeit in a
much more organized inception that involved weeks of planning. However, the creation of
collective memory, and especially transmission of community messages that countered fear
and marginalization, were still present and more explicit in the art behind the various This is
El Paso collaborators.
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Figure 4.1. This is El Paso musical lineup. 7
The lineup of musical artists at This is El Paso encompassed a wide variety of genres
including jazz, classical, mariachi, pop, Latin pop, rock, and indie (see figure 4.1). As a
member of the orchestra that performed classical music, I was part of a group of diverse
individuals spanning a range of ages, socioeconomic backgrounds, and ethnicities. The
members of the orchestra all volunteered to play on their own account, with no financial
compensation. A general mood of wanting to be there resounded across many of the
individuals. There was a welcome atmosphere during the rehearsals leading up to the
performance. However, this feeling contrasted the performance ambiance, which took a
much somber and solemn tone. It occurred to me onstage that we were performing a
memorial. Our tribute was not in the form of homemade goods or visual art, but carried out
through sound. In the close to forty-minute performance, our instruments became a sonic
homage for those that had passed and beacons of resiliency for those who remained present.
The overall goal was to communicate a sense of togetherness. As the This is El Paso motto
stated: “Music and arts coming together in peace, love, and unity.”
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The 12th annual Chalk the Block Art Festival was another community event which
featured themes of solidarity and resiliency. Established in 2008, Chalk the Block is a threeday arts festival held in the month of October at the Downtown Arts Festival Plaza in El
Paso.8 The event features local, national, and international artwork in its outdoor public
exhibits. It features different art mediums, such as sculptures, installations, and mixed media
displays. Musical performances and a curated mural tour are also part of the weekend events.
The highlight of the festival includes a sidewalk chalk art competition. Part of the great
appeal of Chalk the Block is community involvement; visitors to the festival are encouraged
to create their own chalk pavement drawings along designated downtown areas. The 2019
Chalk the Block ran from October 11 through 13, 2019, just two months after the August
mass shooting. Some of the chalk artwork in the contest and community contributions
featured responses to the tragedy. Many of the drawings depicted the initial reported number
of twenty-two victims.9 These visual expressions invited spectators to reflect upon the tragic
event and evoked a resilient future for the affected community.
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Figure 4.2. Grace Quillen, Untitled, 2019, chalk on pavement. Photograph by author, October
12, 2019.
Grace Quillen, a participant in the Chalk the Block artistic competition, was one such
artist who created chalk work directly addressing the effects of the mass shooting. The
drawing shows a weeping female figure with hands clasped in prayer in the foreground (see
figure 4.2). Twenty-two crosses stand atop a hill symbolizing the victims of the shooting,
their shadows elongated by the sun. Three bullet holes perforate across the image as a stark
reminder of the bloodshed. Quillen’s art echoes the use of crosses as a symbol of the
deceased. As was seen in the altar installations, religious iconography such as crosses are
important connections to community values. The crucifixes stand as symbols of the victims
of the shooting, connecting them to Christian themes of martyrdom. The female, with a gold
star brooch perhaps implying the city of El Paso, acts in the best way she can to honor the
victims, through prayer and solidarity, echoing the sentiment of many El Pasoans.
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Quillen’s drawing is reminiscent of other homages to victims of borderland violence.
One such expressive work by New Mexican artist Monica Demarco addresses the feminicide
in the city of Ciudad Juárez. In her three-movement audio-visual composition titled Hijas de
la Chingada, Demarco uses similar iconography of crosses, hills, and female figures.
According to music scholar Ana R. Alonso-Minutti, Demarco’s attitude “speaks of the reality
of living on the borderlands: a site of struggle and identity negotiation where there is a
constant subversion of the notion of north and south.”10 The choice of visual accompaniment
of shadowed crosses atop a desert landscape could represent multiple locations throughout
the southwest, from Albuquerque down the Rio Grande to El Paso-Ciudad Juárez. Demarco’s
intention behind Hijas de la Chingada was awareness of Hispanic communities facing
injustice, especially at the crux of gendered and racial marginalization. Similarly, Quillen’s
piece at the Chalk the Block competition addresses issues of borderland visibility. By making
the murders visceral and present in their works, both Demarco and Quillen underscore the
corporeal reality faced by Hispanic borderland communities.
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Figure 4.3. Ashton Kaleigh, Ofrenda de Mi Alma, 2019, chalk on pavement. Photograph by
author, October 12, 2019.
Other submissions at the Chalk the Block festival addressed specific iconography of
the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez borderland. Ashton Kaleigh’s Ofrenda de Mi Alma combines
cultural symbolism with landscapes of the region (see figure 4.3). Twenty-two stars stand out
among the night sky as a representation of the victims. The foreground features a woman in a
traditionally Mexican dress as the main subject. She holds a heart with the likeness of the
Sacred Heart while a barbed spike encircles her hand. According to Kaleigh’s description,
“the heart is a symbol of [the woman’s] physical and spiritual being, her love and spirit. She
makes her offering in front of our cities, El Paso and Juárez, as if to say this is her home and
the culture which she loves.”11

11

Ashton Kaleigh, “But What Does It Mean? Ofrendade mi Alma by Ashton Kaleigh,” Chalk the
Block exhibition, October 11-13, 2019, exhibit label.
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Figure 4.4. Ruby Jeanette Aguayo, Untitled, 2019, chalk on pavement. Photograph by author,
October 12, 2019.
Kaleigh’s work depicts the relationship between the two sister cities, embodied in the
two architectural monuments that face each other across the border. The red “X” is a
towering monument in Ciudad Juárez designed by Mexican sculptor Enrique Carbajal
González, who goes by the artistic name Sebastián. It symbolizes the joining of Aztec and
Spanish culture and is titled Monumento a la Mexicanidad (Monument to Mexicanness—a
troublesome label in Mexican history and imaginary).12 This monument is colloquially
known on both sides of the border as “La Equis,” or “The X,” because of its prominence in
size and extremely close location to the border. In El Paso, the Star on the Mountain is a
lightbulb installment on the southern slope of Franklin Mountains built by the El Paso
Electric Company.13 It illuminates the shape of a pentagram nightly and can be seen from the

12

Atlas Obscura, “La Equis (The X),” Atlas Obscura, Places, accessed March 8, 2022,
https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/the-x-or-la-equis-ciudad-juarez-mexico.
13
El Paso Chamber, “Star on the Mountain,” El Paso Chamber, accessed March 8, 2022,
https://elpaso.org/star-on-the-mountain/.
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central to eastern part of the city. Kaleigh depicts these two monuments on opposite sides of
nation-states as symbols of the borderlands intertwined nature. Through a portrayal of a
united borderland, Kaleigh contests the essentialization of single identities across nation-state
borders.
Ruby Jeanette Aguayo’s submission featured a blooming succulent as its focus (see
figure 4.4). A place card jutting out of the succulent displays the words “Streams of love in
the desert #ELPASOSTRONG.” Aguayo’s use of a desert plant that survives the hardship of
climate is metaphorically connected to El Paso and its resiliency in the wake of the shooting.
The streams of love callback to the outpour of community solidarity following the tragedy.
Aguayo reminds the viewer of unified strength, once again with the inclusion of the motto
“#ELPASOSTRONG.”
One other Chalk the Block artist, Brian Rutter, focused on the story reported of two
of the shooting victims. His portrait features a couple cradling an infant, with halos glowing
around their heads against a black background (see figure 4.5). These are the likenesses of
Andre and Jordan Anchondo, two young parents whose lives were claimed in the shooting.14
Their infant child miraculously survived, shielded from the bullets in a final act of bravery by
her parents. Rutter honors their memory in this artwork, along with the other twenty victims
of the shooting, each represented by a dot forming the El Paso Star on the Mountain. For
Rutter, telling a story of heroism in the face of terror became a central point of the work. In
the community setting of the festival, the admiring public was reminded of the tragic bravery
and innocent claim of life that past August.

14

Shelby Kapp, “Streets of Downtown El Paso filled with paintings, many El Paso Strong themed,”
KTSM, El Paso Strong, October 13, 2019, accessed March 8, 2022, https://www.ktsm.com/news/elpaso-strong/streets-of-downtown-el-paso-filled-with-paintings-many-el-paso-strong-themed/.
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Figure 4.5. Brian Rutter, Untitled, 2019, chalk on pavement. Photograph by author, October
12, 2019.
Messages of strength and resilience were also found in amateur artwork done by
community members throughout the Chalk the Block festival. While walking the area where
the attendees were encouraged to create their own impromptu chalk drawings, I found many
notes of hope etched into the downtown pavement. Two drawings, done by ten-year-old
Emma F. and Zoe, communicate the same sentiment (see figures 4.6 and 4.7). The
compositions include figures of joined hands, hearts, the El Paso star, and text. The words
“El Paso Strong” stand out in bright chalk, along with the personalized messages, “We love
El Paso,” and “We stand together.” Even in the eyes of two young children, the emotional
aftermath of an incomprehensible shooting rooted itself in community strength. The message
of “EL PASO STRONG” clearly permeated across generations. The imagined future by
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these young artists is of a united El Paso, one that rises above hate and expresses love. The
theme of strength would go on to permeate other forms of public art, including a succession
of murals throughout the city.

Figures 4.6 and 4.7. Emma F. and Zoe, both age ten, etch messages of resilience onto the
pavement for passerby to see. Photograph by author, October 12, 2019.
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Murals and Memorials of Strength
Muralism forms a central part in the heritage of Mexican and Mexican-American visual
artistry. The practice is rooted in a longstanding history connected to pre-Columbian painting
and into the first half of the 20th century with artists such as Orozco, Siqueiros, and Rivera.15
Mexican muralism tradition continued in diasporic communities throughout the United
States, gaining public and political importance during the 1960s Chicano social movement.
Muralism in El Paso has focused strongly on local health and community issues. In recent
years, the tradition continues among a lineage of artist/teachers turning to a focus on local
iconography and heritage.16
After the August 3 mass shooting, artist Gabe Vasquez ventured to create a mural as a
tribute to the community (see figure 4.8). His style of mural art stemmed from a graffiti
background and the influence of teachers before him.17 Vasquez’s work is in a central district
of the city, viewable to passing traffic. The bold letters painted along the wall spell out the
motto “EL PASO STRONG” and feature a scenic cityscape between. The mural again
displays the iconic El Paso star used in some of the Chalk the Block drawings. Initially, the
artwork included a physical memorial wreath as a tribute to the victims. Vasquez was later
commissioned to create a series of these murals throughout the city for different businesses.18
15

For more on Mexican muralism in public space and as a response to politics, see Bruce Campbell,
Mexican Murals in Times of Crisis (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2003); Olivier Dabène,
Street Art and Democracy in Latin America (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020)
16
See Miguel Juárez, Colors on Desert Walls: The Murals of El Paso (El Paso: Texas Western Press,
1997); Eduardo Garcia, “El Paso Segundo Barrio Muralism: Barrio History, Memory, and Identity in
Community Artwork,” Chamisa: A Journal of Literary, Performance, and Visual Arts of the Greater
Southwest 1, no. 1 (2021), https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/chamisa/vol1/iss1/21.
17
Eliza Carrizal-Dukes, “Interview with the El Paso Strong Mural Artist Gabe Vasquez,” Latinx
Writing and Rhetoric Studies 1, no. 1 (June 2020): 49-55, 121-125, 179-184,
https://latinxwritingandrhetoricstudies.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/lwrs-2020-carrizaldukes.pdf.
18
Tatiana Favela and Johnny Muñoz, “El Paso artists dedicate, reflect on iconic murals honoring
Aug. 3 mass shooting victims,” Border Report, El Paso Strong, August 3, 2021, accessed March 8,
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The “El Paso Strong” mural continues to be a site visited by locals and tourists, gaining a
geotag on media sites such as Google and Instagram. The mural stands as an homage to the
city that stood resilient in the face of tragedy.

Figure 4.8. Gabe Vasquez, El Paso Strong, 2019. Photograph by author, October 12, 2019.
In the south-central Ascarate neighborhood, another mural was erected in memory of
the lives lost (see figure 4.9). Created by the collective known as OG Family, “El Poderoso
Tejano” spans the backwall of a local alley in the barrio.19 To the left, the words “Gone by
not forgotten” are written in cursive type; the right corner shows the Franklin mountains and
the star of El Paso. Twenty-two peace doves dot the expanse of the mural as a representation

2022, https://www.borderreport.com/el-paso-strong/el-paso-artists-dedicate-reflect-on-iconic-muralshonoring-aug-3-mass-shooting-victims/.
19
Cody Gion, “New El Paso Strong Mural in the making,” KFOX 14, September 14, 2019, accessed
March 9, 2022, https://kfoxtv.com/news/local/new-el-paso-strong-mural-in-the-making.
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of the victims. One mural worker commented on the use of the words “El Poderoso Tejano,”
or “The Powerful Texan,” as their own interpretation of “El Paso Strong.”20 Concurrent with
the mural’s completion, a music video of the same name was released by various hip-hop
artists.21 The video features iconic locations across El Paso and the mural itself. The music is
in English, Spanish, and “Spanglish,” reflecting the binational influence of the artists. Much
of the lyrical language shows a great pride in being from El Paso. The lyrics also point to
many cultural indicators that reject an essentialized US identity. One of the lyrics claims
“Poderosos tejanos / también americanos / familiares unidos / nunca seremos vencidos / aquí
fuerte seguiremos” (powerful Texans / also Americans / united family / we will never be
defeated / here strong we will remain). The end of the video turns to a reflective moment of
silence amid photography of the makeshift Wal-Mart memorial. The mural “El Poderoso
Tejano” and its accompanying video reflect the artists’ belief in diverse El Paso heritage,
equally Texan, Mexican, and US-American.

20

Austin Gest, “El Poderoso Tejano Mural,” September 18, 2019, YouTube video, 1:14, accessed
March 9, 2022, https://youtu.be/f3x4j3srvmc.
21
Enemy 1, “El Poderoso Tejano,” November 24, 2019, YouTube video, 4:49, accessed March 9,
2022, https://youtu.be/4fMoR2cYOqE.
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Figure 4.9. OG Family, El Poderso Tejano, 2019. Photograph by author, October 12, 2019.
In addition to public mural art, the city of El Paso and other entities commissioned
permanent memorials to be erected in honor of the victims. On November 23, 2019, WalMart unveiled a thirty-foot monument placed directly in the parking lot at the site of the
shooting.22 The memorial, titled the Grand Candela, features ironwork in the shape of a giant
candle reminiscent of the many mementos left at the same parking lot just three months
earlier (see figure 4.10). This tall structure stands atop a high point over the interstate and
faces the lower valley of El Paso and Ciudad Juárez. At the year anniversary of the shooting,
a local group Mariachi Alegre performed Juan Gabriel’s “Amor Eterno” in a tribute video
posted online.23 The Grand Candela stands in the background, illuminated in the night sky in
memoriam of the lives lost. Sites across the city, such as the ones created with murals and
memorials, serve as beacons of resilience and remembrance. These artistic expressions create
an imagined future, a “visualtopia” that resonates hope, strength, and unity. They are visual

22

Aaron Montes, “Memorial for mass shooting victims unveiled at El Paso Walmart,” El Paso Times,
November 23, 2019, accessed March 9, 2022,
https://www.elpasotimes.com/story/news/2019/11/23/el-paso-walmart-shooting-mass-shootingvictims-memorial-unveiled/4250205002/
23
City of El Paso Texas, “Mariachi Alegre – "Amor Eterno" | 1 Year Anniversary of August 3, 2019
Mass Shooting,” August 2, 2020, YouTube video, 5:10, accessed March 9, 2022,
https://youtu.be/rD9u7veOkLg.
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endeavors where spaces of difference are mediated and challenged against an essentialized
view of borderland life.

Figure 4.10. The Grand Candela at the forefront of the Wal-Mart building. Photograph by
author, February 17, 2022.
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Chapter 5
CONCLUSION

The altars and memorials left at the makeshift Wal-Mart site gained perpetuity as an addition
to the El Paso Museum of Art (see figure 5.1). Items taken directly from the tribute are now
persevered in a permanent exhibit titled “Resiliency: Remembering August 3rd.” This display
serves as a reminder of the atrocities that occurred that day. Moreover, it stands as a symbol
of the resiliency shown by the community the days after the shooting. Altares and the people
that forged them continue to communicate strength and healing to the community of El Paso.

Figure 5.1. Part of the permanent exhibit “Resiliency” at the El Paso Museum of History.
Photograph by author, February 10, 2022.
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At the time of this writing, it is just days after the two-and-a-half-year mark of the
August 3, 2019, mass shooting in El Paso. The community faced months of coping with the
nascent trauma when the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic began in March of 2020.
Confronted with a new threat, El Pasoans turned efforts to spreading awareness of the virus
and promoting efforts in public health, especially after becoming a COVID-19 epicenter in
November 2020. As time passes and we approach the three-year anniversary of the shooting,
the community still grapples with the fact that there has not been a trial for the apprehended
suspect of the shooting. The legal case is caught in litigative limbo, with lawyers still
debating on a formal court hearing date for the murder trial (at this moment, projected to be
somewhere between 2023 to 2025). Added to this, the suspect, Patrick Crusius, has pleaded
not guilty to all accounts of murder, with extensions in trial dates possibly leading to a plea
of insanity.
Where do El Pasoans go from here? How can the community heal when proper
closure for the victims’ families has not been granted? Is the fate of the El Paso mass
shooting bound to the same cliché of politicians extending their deepest condolences, a
nation simply standing idle to let time heal all wounds, and the tragedy to fade into history?
These are the questions that the community of El Paso, from the outset of the
shooting, directly contested and continues to fight. This thesis has examined how
representations of mariachi and altar at the makeshift memorial became spaces of cultural
reclamation. The rasquache use of everyday household items engendered a recollection of
memory and culture. The visual and sonic presence of mariachi challenged the political ideal
of a homogenous (white) nation-state identity. The participants designated public space as a
counternarrative to views of the borderland through the manifestation of musical and visual
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language representative of US and Mexican sensibilities. In doing so, they represented a
country that does have room for Latino, Hispanic, and Mexican-American bodies. Josué
Rodríguez’s “La tragedia de El Paso” further created sonic resilience in the wake of tragedy.
Through the lyrics, themes, and performative embodiment of corrido, Rodríguez and
participant members of the community resounded against the motives behind the shooting.
Further along the narrative timeline of healing, spaces of community festivals, murals, and
memorials became sites of healing and strength. In these areas, music and visuals created
“topias” that envisaged a community past the tragedy. The artistic manifestations recalled
past events and echoed the message of EL PASO STRONG to create an imagined future of
strength and unity.
This project leaves space for other pertinent questions to be answered. There were
many examples of musical and visual responses that occurred in direct response to the
shooting that stand beyond the scope of this thesis. I also acknowledge that while my study
considered cultural expressions from both sides of the border, the approach was largely
centralized on the United States periphery. There have been plenty musical and visual
responses from artists based in Ciudad Juárez that addressed disparities created by national,
racial, and socioeconomic privilege of nation-state identity. While many in Juárez mourned
their fellow fallen nationals affected by the tragedy, some urged caution at the amount of
donations, media attention, and US-centric focus of the shooting. These expressions are
vitally important to continue understanding the concomitant relationship between borderland
cities and culture. Future projects should consider how expressive cultures differ based on the
troublesome divide between global north-south forms of being.
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At the end of August, and at the outset of my first semester in graduate school, the
National Hispanic Cultural Center (NHCC) in Albuquerque New Mexico held a candlelight
vigil for the victims of the El Paso shooting.1 The evening featured poetry reading, music,
and a memorial space amid the backdrop of a setting southwest sun. Even in this space,
separated by miles from the US-Mexico border of El Paso, the mariachis and altares
continued to be symbols of resilient Latino, Hispanic, and Mexican American communities
(see figure 5.2).

Figure 5.2. A tribute to the El Paso shooting victims features mariachis and altares at the
National Hispanic Cultural Center in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Photograph by author,
August 29, 2019.

1

University of New Mexico Chicano and Chicana Studies, “22 Poems: A Reading and Candlelight
Vigil for El Paso,” UNM Chicano and Chicana Studies, Events, accessed March 8, 2022,
https://chicanos.unm.edu/news_events/events/22-poems.html.
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The artistry present at this remembrance echoed the same as the ones seen weeks
before in El Paso. Mariachi and altares continued to build bridges of memory through the
visual and sonic language they represent. They are expression rooted in binational culture
that directly contest the notion of a homogeneous US identity, assumed as white. They
engender spaces of audio/visual-topic formation. At this event, I felt myself transported back
home, to El Paso, to a safe, familiar space. In the audio/visual-topias opened in these spaces,
individuals gather strength not only to face their everyday realities, but also to imagine and
create better future for their communities.
In the end, makeshift memorials are dismantled and the musicians head home. But the
songs, words, and images echoing within our own selves keep the memory alive. It is the
recollection of a shared culture and history that contests what is means to belong to a nation.
And it is through the resounding, united, and expressive efforts of communities that strength
and resilience is claimed. Now we are more united, ahora estamos más unidos.
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